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CHAPTER I. 

A DAUGHTER OP THE TROPICS. 

" She looks upon his lips, and they are pale I 
She takes him by the handy and that is cold { 
She whispers in his ear a heavy tale, 
As if he heard the woful words she told." 



" My love 1 my love ! " 

The words broke from her in a slow and 
pitiful moan, as she paced up and dovn 
— up and down, restlessly, unevenly—* 
now with the rapid step of a hunted beast, 
now with the swaying gait of a drunken 
woman. 
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She was a swarthy brunette, under whose 
olive cheek the hot blood had been wont 
to burn and leap, and in whose coal-black 
eyes a dare-devil had' sometimes flashed; 
but now she was weary-orbed and passion- 
tossed, with a tall frail figure, and with the 
sparkle of her dusky beauty all dimmed and 
faded. 

A stricken woman, buffeted and torn 
and vanquished in the fierce battle of life, 
a creature into whose pale and colourless 
existence one bright flash of life had broken 
suddenly, dying away almost as quickly as 
it had come. For a little while her pulses 
had throbbed madly ; a mighty and absorbing 
love had awakened in her soul, rousing it to 
the centre, stirring it, and filling it, and 
teaching it the fatal lesson which is as old 
as Time, but which each new-born child 
port perforce leaxn for itself-the lesson 
that pleasure is ever twin with pain, and 
that to live is to — suffer. 
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Zoe Heathcote had spent the whole of 
the long sultry noon alone — the noon which 
in the tropics has more than the stillness of 
an European midnight After a while her 
steps grew languid and lingering, and she 
leant at the casement, which masses of 
heavy tropical foliage draped like a pall. 

A burning day had bathed itself in a 
deep sea of crimson before it had dropped 
for ever and aye into the irremediable past. 
Nature, both human and brute, had awakened 
once more to a vivid sense of vitality, of 
which it had been bereft for many an hour ; 
and windows that had been vigilantly barred 
against the fervid rays of the vertical sun 
were flung open, to court the faintest flutter 
of the welcome balmy breeze that came 
to stir the heads of the tall swaying cocoa- 
nuts and the luxuriant bananas; while 
distant sounds of voices and laughter 
mingled with the soft tinkling music of 

mandolins and guitars, and the sharp 

b2 
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clicking of castanets, floated up to the 
woman at her eyrie. But from the dark 
shadow that crept over her haggard eyes 
and grief-stricken face, it was evident that 
such things had more power to sadden 
than to cheer her. The scene she looked 
out upon was paradisiacal — the prodigal 
loveliness was a revelation. A wide wilder- 
ness of rich and glowing landscape lay 
stretched before her, the lazy air was full 
of a myriad subtle and spicy perfumes, that 
in those far-off climes fairly intoxicate the 
senses by their sweet strength. The sky 
was one vast vault of sapphire ; the distant 
ocean a plain of azure; broken and pictu- 
resque peaked hills rose up against the 
horizon, crowned with plumed sentinels 
of palms, and girdled with a wealth of 
foliage ; while the green valleys that smiled 
up at their base were enamelled with gem- 
like shrubs. Everywhere opened the broad 
succulent vivid-tinted leaves that abound 
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in the delicious tropics. Everywhere shone 
the golden and crimson and purple glories 
for which European botany has no name. 
The lofty maples and elms, taller and more 
stately than British oaks, wove an arcade 
far up into the air. Spruce, hemlock, and 
tamarisk trees ran their needles and fringes 
of dark green in and out amid the lighter 
foliage, while all were shot through and 
through with sunshine and rifts of blue 
sky. Great wafts of balmy fragrance 
swept from the depths of the woods, per- 
vading and haunting in the suggestion of its 
odours. One instant it seemed all exuded 
from the ripe red raspberries that held up 
their tantalising bunches by the road ; and 
the next it seemed to flow from the life- 
giving balsam of the firs, and the clustering 
cones of the spruce hanging overhead ; then 
to sweep upward in the spicy breath of 
the ferns, crowding close with dipping 
plumes by the way, or to be wafted 
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downwards in faint perfume from the 
snowy blossoms of wild jessamine that ran 
in airy festoons from tree to tree. It was 
as if an enchanter's magic wand had turned 
earth into heaven, and given mortals a 
foretaste of what may be. And as the 
woman lingered at the window, the sun 
that had dropped slowly lower and lower 
to westward, on a great cushion of darkling 
cloud, sank like a shot into the expanse of 
ocean. The huge fan-like foliage began to 
wave to and fro more swiftly at the land 
wind's breath, and the marvellous and 
intense glory of a tropical night drew on ; 
the giant heavens grew fuller and fuller 
of large shining stars ; the fireflies gleamed 
and " danced through the myrtle boughs." 
A band of nightingales struck up their 
roundelay; and the only other sound that 
broke the weird silence of the hour was the 
soothing monotone of the lapping surf 
on the far-off beach, and the quaint voices 
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of the katydids from amongst the glossy 
leaves of the spreading maples. 

But the woman's eyes were dim with 
unshed tears; she was conscious that she 
alone gave out a dissonant note amid the 
consummate harmony surrounding her. 
In the abundant air, the overflowing 
light, the all-pervading symphonies of the 
beautiful earth, she alone seemed to stand 
a dark speck, unloving and unloved, and 
as she thought this, her thin hands clenched 
together, just as human hands are wont to 
clench in a desperate sorrow, or in grim 
despair. 

" My love ! my love ! " 

And the silent depths of the tropical 
woods echoed with a strange distinctness 
that woful wail — but there was no more 
answer to it. 

It was at that casement that the man 
she had loved had stood by her side and 
looked out on the lovely and familiar scene. 
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It was in that chamber that her husband 
of twelve months had died, his hand in 
hers, his eyes fixed upon her face ; while the 
whole strength of her love and her agony- 
had gone out in an appeal that might have 
pierced the infinite space of eternity — an 
appeal that bore on its wings the throe of a 
breaking heart. 

"Philip! Philip!" she had pleaded in 
piteous tones, that might have awakened the 
dead. " Ah, willyou not speak to me now ? 
My God ! Are your lips silent for ever ? " 
And with straining ear and bated breath, 
and quivering heart and lips, she waited, 
while in that moment the very voice of 
the night seemed hushed as though listening 
for a reply. 

Far far below, the swaying stately palms 
were rustling softly, and the tide murmured 
a plaint to the beetling rock ; but to her cry 
came no response; for the first time, no 
kiss answered her own; and through the 



A DAUGHTER OF TEE TROPICS. 9 

drooping clusters of dark foliage the brilliant 
constellations of the southern heavens looked 
down upon her, shedding their rich and 
mellow splendour on her dead husband's 
face. 

And in that moment of frantic love 
and hope and despair Zoe Heathcote had 
lived her life. 

The man whom she had worshipped with 
the fierce untamed nature of Creole blood 
was dead. Helpless, she had watched the 
light fade from the deep-blue eyes. Hopeless, 
she had felt the hand grow chill within her 
own clinging clasp; and then she had 
awakened to the knowledge that he was 
gone, far, far away, into that realm of 
shadow where only faith can pierce, and 
only love can follow. 

The peaked picturesque hills, the smiling 
valley, the silent watchful stars, the song of 
the nightingale and the gleam of the fire- 
flies, the perfumed breath of breeze and 
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blossom, were all there — only the presence 
that had lent them beauty and delight was. 
fled ! Standing at her window, memories, 
rushed over her ; not singly and by degrees, 
but suddenly and in an awful whole. She 
realised everything, felt everything ; the 
passionate love, and radiant hope, and the 
horrible despair; and she turned away her 
face — her poor haggard tear-stained face — 
from the glittering heavens and the witchery 
of the night, with a dumb agony stamped on 
every feature, and with an intense protest 
against life in her souL 

Sinking on her knees, she put up her 
clasped hands, and muttered incoherently 
and under her breath little fragments of the 
grand old Dies Irse, while unconsciously her 
frail figure rocked backwards and forwards, 
and her skin grew ashen under the star- 
light 

Suddenly a tiny hand touched her arm, 
and a pair of large brown eyes, lovely and 
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limpid as the eyes of a gazelle, looked up 
wistfully into her face. 

She started ; the touch of that little hand, 
the wistful look in the big brown eyes, 
changed her mood. 

Springing up from her knees, and im- 
petuously flinging back the thick wave of 
ebon hair that floated over her neck and 
shoulders, she caught the child in her 
arms, straining her almost feverishly. 

Then she put her down abruptly, &nd 
stooping over her, she scrutinised the deli- 
cate tiny features sorrowfully, yearningly. 

" I wish his blue eyes and golden hair 
had come to you, little Quita," she mur- 
mured sotto voce ; " they might have brought 
him back more vividly to me — if they could, 
if they could! You are one of our race. 
You have none of your father's Saxon tints 
and godlike beauty in your -face, pauvrette ! 
Nor his eyes, so like the summer skies ; nor 
his hair of gold. Yet I love you ! I love 



12 A PROFESSIONAL BEAUTY. 

you ! For, in spite of skin and feature, you are 
all, all that is left to me of him, of — Philip !" 

She burst into a storm of tears, and while 
she sobbed and moaned the little child stood 
by her side, never so much as speaking a 
word, but with a world of sympathy in 
her gazelle-like eyes. 

She was eight years old, but so small 
and slight that she seemed scarcely beyond 
babyhood. 

After a few moments Zoe Heathcote 
dashed the back of her hand against her 
streaming eyes. 

"You will try and understand what I 
am going to say, Quita." 

" Yes, maman." 

" When I die " 

" No ! no ! " cried the little half-stifled 
voice, while the slender arms clung to her 
mother. " You won't die, maman ! You 
won't leave Quita and the nightingales and 
fireflies ! " 



A DAUGHTER OF THE TROPICS. 13 

m — — — — — —- ■ - •— • -~ — - ~" ^ — 

The woman shook her head with a sad 
smile. 

"And papa! you won't leave him, 
maman, to sleep there all alone ! " and the 
child pointed towards a tope of mango 
trees, within which la) r a little cemetery. 

Zoe Heathcote's eyes followed the little 
finger with a stricken look, and she pressed 
down her palms quickly on her bosom as if 
to still the pain at her heart* 

" See ! he is there ! " she whispered, in a 
hushed tone, glancing up reverentially at 
the spangled heavens ; " and I must go and 
join him. He is waiting for Zoe there ! I 
want to go ! I am mad to go ! " she almost 
shouted, ui an eager passionate voice. " You 
are the only thing that keeps me, Quita." 

She passed her hand softly and cares- 
singly over the fluffy curling hair of the 
little one, looking at her tenderly and 
pityingly. 

" But they will take care of you, I know, 
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in his English home, pauvrette ! They must 
love Philip's — child — Philip's — orphan ! " 

She spoke the last Words in a dreary tone, 
and for a minute or two a dead silence fell 
on that lonely room. Then sitting down, 
the woman took her child on her knee. 

" Listen to me, Quita ! You must never 
forget your maman nor your uncle, Pfere 
Joseph ; and when you are a big girl and 
want a friend — which the Blessed Virgin 
avert ! you must find him. I will put a 
locket round your neck with maman's 
picture and Pfcre Joseph's in it, and then 
you will not forget us. w 

She rose, struck a light, and opening a 
small ivory box, took out a locket attached 
to a thin chain, and fastened it round the 
little throat. 

Quita stood still for a few seconds, touch- 
ing the newly-acquired treasure softly ; but 
a perplexed and dissatisfied expression 
shadowed her face. 
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"And papa's picture?" she whispered very 
low at last, with a quiver of her lips and a 
frightened glance as she saw the look that 
passed over her mother's features. 

» I have only one picture of him, and 
I could not rest in my grave if it did not 
lie on my heart," the woman muttered to 
herself, the tears falling again lite blinding 
rain from her eyes. 

And Quita, reaching up, tried to kiss 
them off. 

"Don't you cry, maman; I'll let you 
keep the picture. I won't forget papa, he 
is like an angel, maman f Did you love 
papa very much ? Did you love him more 
than you love poor Quita ? " 

"Yes! more than you, more than any- 
thing — more than my life ! " she answered ; 
her haggard face flushing, her coal-black 
eyes kindling with the memory of that 
overwhelming love. "Since he left me, I 
have but one wish — one hope. Oh Father 
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of Mercy, give me death ! For in death 
only can I find him again ! " 

As she spoke, a brilliant moon, full and 
round like an amber ball, sailed majestically 
over the giant palms, tipping their great 
boughs with silver, and through the gray 
fretted foliage of the maples, mottled the 
earth with light and shade. 

Fuller and brighter the moon grew as 
she sailed amongst her court of glittering 
satellites. The stars hung in the sky — ten- 
der, and holy, and watchful. The whole air 
seemed to whiten and whiten with a grand 
and boundless tide of silver radiance, that 
enveloped the woman and the little child, 
and the flower-crowned grave that lay in 
the green mango tope. 

Suddenly the woman laughed out, her 
eyes dilating, her cheeks flushing, as if in 
that sudden radiance of sky and earth a 
message had been sent, her, or a glimpse 
of prescience?, 
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" Good-bye, pauvrette I " she cried, clasp- 
ing her little one closer ; " I am going soon 
—going to find him ! » 

Just a month later the moon and the 
stars of the tropical heavens looked down 
on Zoe Heathcote's face, as she lay white 
and rigid, the sorrow and the strife gone 
out from the coal-black eyes, and a happy 
smile on the pallid lips, such as they had 
not worn in life for many a year gone by. 

A wreath of pure eucharis lilies rested on 
her head, like a crown of undriven snow, 
and a cross of eucharis lilies was on her 
breast, and at her feet crouched little Quita, 
her large brown eyes tearless, her sobs 
choked back by a great awe and wonder. 

"She has found papa among the other 
angels, that is why she smiles ! " the child 
murmured to herself as she fell asleep in 
P&re Joseph's arms. 

vol. i. o 




CHAPTER II. 

KISSES, 

" The nightingale's complaint 

It dies upon, her heart, 

As I must die on thine 

Oh beloved as thou art ! 
# # # 

I die—I faint — I fail I 

Let thy love in kisses rain 

On my lips and eyelids pale. 

My cheek is cold and white, alas ! 

My heart beats loud and fast ; 

Oh press it close, to thine again, 

Where it will break at last !" 

Masses of gaudy^ orange clouds, with streaks 
of fylnra and crimson shooting athwart them, 
that had stood like giant battlements in 
the sky, were fast merging their golden 
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and fiery tints into dapples and splashes of , 
cool pearly gray, through which the setting ( 
sun like a big yellow ball dropped far 
Westward. Of sound there was absolutely, 
none, save the monotonous flutter of twigs* r 
and a gentle whispering that savoured of; 
some weird melody, as a duet, went on 
between the rustling leaves and the rippling*: 
water, the foir bosom of which mirrored; 
the imperial form of oaks and elms, and the 
swaying of silvery willows. 

Mowers, a myriad of them, bloomed and 
blushed beneath the winking and blinking- 
regard of the god fast dying on his daia of 
royal colour. Birds, free and wanton* twit- 
tered together in their cool green nesta;; 
laggard butterflies with jewelled, wings, 
lingered on the perfumed breath of the[ 
roses.. r 

•; Long filmy dragon-flies darted from sweefe> 
to sweet ; a couple of wood-pigeons perched. 

tin. a topmost bough eooed amorously to; 

o 2 
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each other; rich trails of fuchsia, the faint 
lilac of heliotrope, the tender russet of 
mignonette, commingled their hues and 
their fragrance; and an errant beam or 
two, loth to leave so fair a world, peeped 
askance through a window. 

A deep bay window, with great lavish 
tangles of emerald leaves, and the rich 
purple stars of passion-flowers, turning it 
into a Rosamond's Bower. Quivering 
and dancing and dimpling, the sunbeams 
touched into mellow warmth a huge black 
wolf-skin, on which a girl in unorthodox 
fashion had flung herself, with one arm, 
slender and white, like a morsel of dainty 
statuary, encircling the massive throat of 
a big mastiff that crouched close beside 
her. 

But, orthodox or unorthodox, they made 
a very pretty picture — the girl with a 
profile like a cameo, the dog with a head 
for Landseer; and a man leaning against 
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the flower-hung casement fully appreciated 
the beauty of it 

He was a young man, and there could 
not be two opinions on the score of his 
good looks. He was as handsome as the 
Apollo Belvedere — a fact of which he was 
as well aware as his neighbours. Tall, with 
a lithe figure; the beauty of a woman 
on his face— that very womanliness its only 
drawback ; his hair a true golden in the sun, 
silken sheen in the shade; his eyes ultra- 
marine to their deepest depths ; his features 
faultless ; his mouth as sweet and as weak 
as a girl's. 

Yet, however vain he might be of all 
this, there was nothing really offensive in 
his vanity, nothing of that arrogant self- 
conceit and overpowering self-complacency 
that makes puppyism a mild epithet to 
apply to a man. Enroll Adair was spoilt, 
of course — an enfant gdtS of the female 
sex— and he was in a measure affected; 
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wanting backbone, and prone also to that 
general masculine failing of fancying himself 
irresistible. But. be was not a "bad sort," 
.according to modern phraseology. 

A half-smoked cigarette restqd neglected 
cbetween his finger £nd thumb, as his eyes 
lazily took .in the tender lines and curyep 
of the girl's slight figure,; and the charm 
•of the pure pale face, that put him in mind 
fi f a youthful Ws in some dim old 
-cathedral aisle. : 
, "Come and kiss me, little one." 

The tone and .manner of his ; order or 
request, whichever it might have been, had 
ia queer mingling of command and pleading 
about them ; and the very faintest sowpgon^ 
of colour — a pale pink, like the. heart of a 
tea-rose — crept into the small face ; crept 
and crept right np to the very roots of 
;the rich clustering chestnut hair, and dowij. 
the slim throat. Except that slight blush, 
$here waa no answer; not even a quiver 
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of the long thick lashes that fringed 
Mariquita Heathcote'$ lids, and cast soft 
; shadows on her cheek. 

Enroll Adair watched the flickering colour 
with a laughing gleam in his eyes, a,nd 
just a ghost of a mocking smile on his 
handsome weak mouth. 

How pretty she was! he thought* and 
her apparent deafness to, or unconsciousness 
of his mild request, amused him, though 
it railed him a little ; for nobody ever said 
•him Nay, and certainly not women. 

So there was just a tinge of imperiousness 
in his voice when he spoke again. 

" Did you hear m^, Quita 2 I asked you 
to Come and kiss i m&" 

She started up from her impromptu 
xsouch, and stood with her head drawn up 
as ^proudly and as erect as a queen, but 
with her hands clasped together rather 
nervously* r 

, ** Why should I kiss you ? " she asked, in 
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a low repressed voice which she tried hard 
and vainly to steady. 

He detected the tremble in the tones ; 
he marked the slender fingers' nervous 
clasp, and the mocking smile on his 
mouth broke into a provocative little 
laugh. 

"And why should you — not ? " he ques- 
tioned, still leaning indolently against the 
casement, and lighting a fresh cigarette. 

Very miserable and desperate, driven 
as it were into a corner, she turned upon 
him like an animal at bay, the soft fluttering 
pink on her cheek deepening into a hot 
flush, and her large brown eyes all ablaze. 

"Don't you know that your lips belong 
to Miss Eothes, for you love her?" she 
flashed in a defiant voice, that had waxed 
curiously hard and bitter in the space of 
one short hour. 

"Of course, I love her, my magnificent 
Circe. Is she not a queen of beauty ? Has 
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she not eyes like southern stars? And 
they shine on me so softly, you know," he 
said melodramatically, 

" I hate her ! I will kill her, then kill 
myself ! I should rejoice to die if I could 
first know that she was dead — that I had 
killed herl" Quita cried out passionately, 
stung by his foolish rhapsody. 

Why not kill me ? " he asked carelessly. 
Kill you ! I wish I could ! I wish you 
were dead — yes, dead ! I could be happy 
if you were ; sure that if dead to me you 
were dead to her for all time. But in 
eternity you will be mine! I will have 
you then!" 

She was so young and so inexperienced 
in the wiles of the world, . the flesh, and 
the devil, that she never remembered she 
was showing her hand to her adversary in 
the game of life ; that she was laying bare 
the great gaping wound he had made in 
her heart; that she was showing him the 
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fierce jealousy that gnawed her; the great 
great starving love that racked her soul in 
twain, and would not.be satisfied. 

To the genuine passion df her glance and 
words Erroli answered with the smile still 
lurking on the corners of his chiselled lips. 
He smiled, in truth, as many men smile ova: 
their own heartlessness and selfishness. 
. "Is my love for Circe Rothes any reason 
why you and I should not be to one another 
as we have been for years and years, little 
Quita?" 

He was as handsome as a Greek god, and 
he pleaded with both his ultramarine eyes 
and his voice ; and as she glanced at him, a 
thrill ran through her from head to foot — a 
thrill like wine. 

Then without a word she turned resolutely 
^away, poor little Spartan J and walked firmly 
towards the door. If she could but put 
that door between her and that face which 
had worked such havoc in her breast, she 
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Relieved she should be able to behave with 
the dignity of seventeen years. As it was, 
in his presence pride was nowhere, and 
omnia vincit amor. 

But a fig for her resolution J Erroil had 
reigned for eight-and-twenty years a su- 
preme autocrat among the women, and he 
was not to be bo easily baulked by a slip 
f£ a girl, almost a child, whom he had 
looked upon as a sort of legitimate football, 
jthat he could play with or kick at -his 
pleasure. , 

4t Quita* eome here I " he ordered peremp- 
torily. 

And she went. c 

Went, simply because ever since the day 
ehe had entered his roof — a mite of eight — 
&be had learnt to obey him implicitly, to 
<pfeey him blindly, and to obey him gladly. 
Erroil had been her law, her creed, her 
tyrant, and her idol, for as long as she could 
remember; and she. could have as easily 
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jumped over the moon, like the traditional 
cow, as have paused to question the right 
or the wrong of aught it pleased him to 
say or to do. 

The habits of years become second nature, 
not easily broken. So, ashamed of her 
passionate outburst which his flattery of 
Miss Eothes had called forth, and with a 
dreadful dreadful sense of aggrieved dignity, 
a burning at her heart and a hot tingling on 
her cheeks and ears, she went back slowly, 
at a snail's pace, reluctantly even towards 
him — her pretty rounded white arms crossed 
tightly over her swelling heart, in the vain 
hope of hushing its throbs, so that he might 
not hear them. 

Ah, if she could but fashion her telltale 
face into stone for a little while ! if she 
could but turn into a sphinx, so that he 
might not even guess at the tumult of love 
and jealousy and despair ! As it was, she 
only looked at him with deprecation, and 
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pathos, and desolation, all mingling in her 
large brown eyes. 

Erroll had been tyrannical even in baby- 
hood, and would be a tyrant for the term of 
his natural existence. 

He surveyed her from head to foot coolly, 
then flung the remnant of his cigarette out 
amongst the blooming flowers. 

" Your hands ! " he said. 

Two hands thereupon, small, and soft, 
and dimpled, with pretty little pink-tipped 
nails, like a Circassian girl's, fluttered at 
command, like a couple of frightened young 
fledgelings, into his arbitrary. clasp. 

" I hate you I " she flashed. 

But once her hand rested in his warm 
palm the touch magnetised her. She stood 
quite motionless, her head drooping 
forward a little, with the loosened waves of 
her long chestnut hair falling like a veil 
between her face and his steady gaze. 

The soft summer wind, laden with balmy 
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fragrance, came with a low swish from the 
west, making the great . purple stars of 
the clustering passion-flowers rustle faintly 
against the casement. The evening sky had 
grown full of the loveliest primrose light, 
and the dying sun still sent a few bars 
of pale gold across the worn. 

Just for a minute or two Quita stood : 
very quiet and still in Erroll'a grasp, con- 
scious only that he held her, that nothing 
tangible had come yet tct part them. Love's, 
fairy dream was still unbroken, though a. 
rude hand had nearly shattered the rosy* 
fabric in .twain., 

And Erroll,, while he clapped her with 
. on& firm hand, with the other softly put her 
hair aside. , 

"I can see your eyes now, my little> 
white witch ! and they say that you— don't 
hate me!" 

" My eyes are falsa— false as, you are ! '* 
she murmured, averting- them^ 
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" Listen, Quita. It is just one hour ago 
by the sun-dial there since I told you that 
Qirce Rothes, had promised to marry me, 
and you have not congratulated me yet. 
Don't you wish me happinfess?" 

She struggled a little,, and tried to wrench 
herself away from him. His eyes — so blue 
and so smiling,, and so like the treacherous 
summer sea — seemed to burn holes in her 
breast, and a desperate sickening sensa- 
tion of misery and deception and wrong 
possessed her. 

All she longed for at that moment was 
to get right away, out of the. reach of those 
false eyes and detaining hands ; but the man 
held her fast. He was quite a small Nero 
in his way, and it pleased him, as it pleases 
a cat to torture a mouse, to torture the 
child who loved him not wisely but top welL 
"Say something nice, Quita!" 
" I wish jQtii happiness," she muttered 
m a faint voise.. 
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" Of course you do. We have been like 
brother and sister all these years, and who 
would wish me well if you did not — eh, 
little one ? " 

Brother and sister ! 

And he knew that the kisses he had 
given her — the soft tones and softer caresses 
he had lavished upon her in his idle hours — 
had not been brotherly kisses, caresses, and 
tones. He had taught her to love him 
because it pleased him to have that love 
offered up freely, as incense rises freely 
towards heaven in worship. And when he 
had found another woman to fancy, he had 
flung aside all compunction and remorse, 
carelessly as the wind that touches each 
blossom and passes by. 

"You must congratulate me properly, 
Quita. You must lift up your eyes — (do 
you know that your eyes are as faithful 
and brown as old Lyulph's there ?) — and 
you must put your arms round my neck 
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as you have done scores of times, and say 
you wish me happy, right on my lips ! " 

« Don't 1 " 

It broke from her almost in a moan, and 
the brown eyes he had praised wore a 
pitiful look. 

But he was absolute always, and merci- 
less now. His dominion was being disputed, 
he thought. Like a Mormon, he would 
have had many wives, and each one should 
have owned him sole lord of her bosom, 
while he — well, he would be free and 
wanton as any bird. After all that was 
man's privilege in this world. 

Erroll was a bit of a spoilt darling of 
boudoirs. Women averaging from sixteen 
to fifty had pampered him, and petted him, 
and slavishly admired his Antinoiis beauty 
of chiselled features and ultramarine eyes ; 
and he had adopted Caesar's motto through 
life ; for that life had held out to him many 
victims, all ready and willing to sip the 

VOL. l d 
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frothy goblet of pleasure at his side, and 
to be cast away like so many worn-out 
gloves and withered blossoms at his 
capricious will. 

He let the little hands go free, but 
catching her to him, he held her close, 
so close that her white face pressed against 
his breast, and her heart fluttered like a 
bird against his. It might have been for a 
moment, or it might have been for an 
eternity — she did not know which ; all she 
felt was his clasp. She lived an enchanted 
life during the time ; all the love that was 
hers to give swept into one great channel 
and poured itself for good or ill at one 
man's feet Once in our lives Paradise opens 
for all of us out of the dull earth, and 
moments, golden with the light of romance, 
shine upon us with a radiance like unto no 
other radiance of time, and we do not stay 
to count the cost of the bitter desolation 
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that follows. For Eve herself would scarcely 
have surrendered one memory of Eden for 
all the joys^to be found upon earth ; and she 
must have dreamed full many a time of it, 
and waked to weep such tears of unavailing 
regret as have watered this sad planet of 
ours most plenteously ever since. 

Quita stood like one in a trance, and 
Enroll, bending his head — for he was tall 
for a man, while she was small for a 
woman — looked right into her eyes, beneath 
the fast waning summer's day. 

The glorious mountains and lakes of gold 
and crimson had melted away, leaving 
behind them only a cool surface of neutral- 
tinted sky. 

The quivering and dancing and dimpling 

sunbeams were all gone. Great sombre 

shadows had begun to travel their lengths 

in curved and grotesque shapes across the 

floor and on the tall treetops ; and, like a 

*3 
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solitary beacon of hope to the wayfarer, 
one pure star burned watchful and silent 
in the vault of sapphire. 

" My child ! my little darling, " whispered 
Erroll, in a soft voice, born of the hour's 
passion — a voice that bore the music of the 
spheres upon it to the ears that listened — 
" I love Circe Eothes ! love her as a man 
loves a beautiful woman who gives herself 
to him for better, for worse, and has 
singled him out of a host of admirers. 
But that has nothing to do with us," he 
went on with a Jesuitical reasoning that 
he almost believed in himself. "No love 
on earth could really raise a barrier between 
you and I. No kisses, however perfect 
and sweet the lips that gave them, would 
ever prevent me from wanting yours." 

She started perceptibly as she heard — she 
was a good little girl, as good as gold, and 
as pure as a lily ! — and somehow, such 
words* grated on her ears, and fell like 
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a big lump of ice on her throbbing heart. 
All the pretty pink colour that her dream 
of Eden had brought into her cheeks died 
out; all [the fitful light in her brown eyes 
seemed dimmed ; her face grew very white, 
and it drooped quite humbly; while the 
scarlet lips quivered like a child's. 

It seemed to her as if the hand of her 
idol had struck her a sharp blow. 

"Erroll," she said, with a sharp cry of 
pain in her tone, " let me go ! It is dis- 
honour to you, and cruelty to me to say 
such things ! " 

On the very apex of a pedestal, the man 
had stood in her sight for nine years. She 
had believed him to be a Paladin, a Bayard, 
and it was dreadful to find his sentiments 
like the sentiments of most of his sex — 
very much of the earth, earthy. 

She had lived in the country all her life, 
and she did not know that the nineteenth 
century jeunesse dorfe were not thin- 
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skinned ; that all the fine old Grandisonian 
notions of honour and delicacy towards 
women held by our grandfathers were ex- 
ploded, or else deemed absolutely ante- 
diluvian and obsolete. 

And Erroll, par consSquence, answered 
what he looked upon as a little tragic 
appeal — a small and feeble attempt at 
stagey pathos— by his quiet little laugh, 
and never relaxed his clasp a whit. 

His ideas of honour and dishonour were 
perfectly in accordance with his time. He 
had no finely-drawn notions about the exact 
relations men should hold to women; at 
least, no notions that would interfere one jot 
with a passing fancy or an ephemeral pleasure. 

He stood looking at her with half- closed 
lazy eyes. The hush and the stillness out- 
side and in, the fragrant gloom, the scent of 
the flowers, the beauty of the girl's face and 
figure, had brought him a dreamy feeling, 
and he gave himself up to it. 
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For he was a thorough epicurean in his 
love for "pleasantness." 

It was a time of midsummer loveliness, 
of green waving woods, of golden wheat- 
fields, over which the soft breeze stole with 
a gentle soothing swell ; of bloom and per- 
fume ; depths of shadowy coolness, and long 
stretches of velvet turf — a time to be an 
optimist and to accept life as it had been 
given. 

• The flowerlike sunset had shed its mystic 
bloom over the broad fields and the shadowy 
woods. The green hills near at hand melted 
into blue ones farther off. The waters of 
the lake had caught the reflection of the 
gorgeous west and kept it, and there were 
purple hollows where night had already 
gathered. There was nothing to break the 
stillness, save the distant tinkle of a cow- 
bell, the cuckoo's call, or the gentle rustling 
of the elm-leaves above. 

" I like you in that white dress, Quita, 
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though neither "Worth nor Pingat have had 
a hand in it," Erroll said, in a low dreamy 
voice ; " but you want a gleam of colour, 
my little snowflake." 

And, raising his arm, he plucked a long 
trail of glossy leaves and purple flowers, 
and fastened them over her brow like a 
starry diadem, while she stood mute and 
motionless as a lay figure, but with a 
strange bewildered feeling in her brain. 

" You must have some more of them in 
your breast/' he ordained, putting his 
head on one side and scrutinising the effect 
of his taste. 

" There, my queen ! do you remember 
those lines we read the other day ? — 

Passion-flowers — little sweetheart, 
Lay them on thy breast ; 
Though our lives must drift apart 
I shall love thee best. 

You believe that, Quita, don't you ?" 

She touched the flowers in her bosom 
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unconsciously, with a tender reverent hand, 
and her colour came and went under his 
burning gaze. 

" How pretty you look ! " he cried ; and 
stooping suddenly, he kissed her on her 
brown eyes, her snow-white lids, her soft 
cheeks, her coral lips — kissed her, not once, 
but half-a-dozen times. And Quita let 
him. 

Frown not, ye English matrons and 
spinsters, and put down my heroine as 
fast or brazen. 

Look back on your own lives, and 
perhaps you will find that once, at any 
rate, you have yielded your lips to the 
man of your heart, and forgotten to rebuke 
him. And who knows ? but that kiss has 
been the one green oasis in the desert of 
your life, and the sweet taste of it has 
lingered through the cup of bitterness you 
have perchance had to swallow ? 

Just a half-sigh trembled on Quita's 
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lips, and she shivered a little, while her 
lids drooped under his glance. 

She grew hot and cold — hot with love, 
and cold in scorn of that love. She felt 
the pressure of his lips, and a longing 
swept over her to die when those caresses 
ceased ; and yet, heaven knew, she abso- 
lutely loathed herself for permitting them. 

But women are paradoxes in, the matter 
of love; it is "her whole existence/' 
according to the poet; and she bends 
first one way and then the other under 
its influence, as readily as a sapling bows 
before the blast. Enroll liked to play fast 
and loose, caress and torture in the same 
breath ; so, seeing how completely he had 
conquered, he abruptly released her from 
his arms, and even put her a little aside — 
not roughly, but very decidedly. 

"I am sorry I forced those kisses from 
you," he said, in a quiet haughty voice, 
drawing himself up to his goodly height, 
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and setting his weak mouth into a stern 
line. 

Startled by the change of tone, she 
glanced covertly towards him and delibe- 
rated. 

If she had ever heard or read the axiom 
that a "woman who deliberates is lost," 
she had forgotten it ; probably she had 
never read it, for the literary pastures she 
had wandered in had been mostly of the 
cut and dry nature. 

She only remembered that it might be 
the last time she should find her Eden in 
ErrolTs arms. In a little while — a time 
which she would count by heart-throbs — 
Miss Rothes would claim those arms as 
hers. In a little while — a very little while — 
measured by desperate misery and regret — 
the kisses that bore upon them the elixir of 
life, and which had been freely vouchsafed 
to her, would be a sin. 

That word sin cut like a lash. 
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Could she — oh could she — part from the 
blissful past, and face a future that would be 
a blank, with coldness filling ErrolTs heart 
and a cloud upon his brow ? 

A wild rebellious feeling against fate 
possessed her; a mad, irrepressible love 
surged up in her souL And suddenly 
flinging her arms round his neck, she clung 
to him, and pressed her hot trembling lips 
to his. 

Kisses, that had mingled bliss and torture 
in them, she rained down upon him. 

" They are the last — the last ! " she 
murmured to herself, as a sort of salve for 
her infringed modesty and maidenly re- 
serve ; and Erroll, while he tenderly stroked 
the long rippling flower-crowned hair, looked 
into her eyes and whispered in a voice that 
had a good deal of mischief in it : 

" And what would Circe say to this ? " 

The words fell like a thunderclap on her 
ears. She had forgotten everything except 
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him. She even fancied that Love the im- 
mortal, in the shape of handsome Erroll 
Adair, enveloped her for ever and ever ! 

The name of Circe broke the spell. 

She started from him with a little cry ; 
and ashamed of herself, humiliated, felt 
ready to sink into the earth. 

Standing a little aloof he saw her features 
show up very white in the shadowy light, 
her brown eyes were dim, her baby mouth 
twitched ; and though he was a good- 
looking butterfly, not overweighted with 
strong feeling, the sorrowful eyes and 
twitching lips touched him. 

"What made you break away from me 
like that ? " he asked, putting his hand on 
her shoulder. 

But now Quita shivered right away from 
him* 

Don't touch me ! " she cried passionately. 

You are cruel — you hurt me ! " 

" I did not mean to be cruel," he 
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answered softly. "You know I would not 
hurt a hair of your head. But, Quita, 
do you know you are so fanciful, so 
capricious to-day, that if I were a cox- 
comb I should begin to think " 

He stopped, looked at her keenly, and 
the long sweep of his golden moustache did 
not hide a complacent, almost a triumphant 
expression that crossed his mouth. 

Child as she was, and unskilled in 
physiognomy, she noted the expression, and 
saw what was passing in his mind, and for 
an instant she cowered before him in shame 
and utter helplessness. She felt so abject, 
such a miserable pitiable mean thing, for 
having given her whole heart and soul 
without reservation and unasked. 

"What would you think?" she contrived 
to articulate, though her tongue seemed to 
cleave to the roof of her mouth, and her 
voice was low and husky, and quite unlike 
her ordinary ringing accents; and as she 
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asked her question she looked up into 
the man's handsome insouciant face with 
large frightened eyes. 

"I should think that my little girl was 
jealous and envious of Miss Rothes' good 
luck," he replied, with a light laugh. But 
light as that laugh was, and with no malice 
prepense in it, it hurt her like a knife. 

She had no boldness about her like other 
girls. A strange faintness, such as she had 
never experienced before, swooped down 
upon her. The dear old familiar room, 
with its omnium gatherum of Erroll's goods 
and chattels — whips, and stag-horns, and 
walking-sticks, boxing-gloves, fishing-tackle, 
guns and bats, and the pictures of chic 
coryphees — struck her as new and strange, 
and danced a mad reel before her eyes. 
The solitary peeping star seemed to darken 
and darken, and, staggering slightly, she 
caught at the window-sill to save her 
equilibrium. Then with a desperate effort 
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she called up sufficient pride to her aid 
to steady her voice. 

"Jealous, Erroll ! " she said, with a forced 
laugh, which, however, did excellent duty 
for a real one. "What a ridiculous idea 
to have entered your head ! I have only 
been play-acting for fun. How could one 
be jeaJous of one's brother?" 

" You have been play-acting, have you ? 
Quita, look at me." 

He took the resolute little chin in his 
hand, and turned up her face towards the 
bright starlight. The big brown eyes met 
his, never swerving from his regard. He 
fancied they even smiled upon him. 

" He shall not know^my heart is quaking, 
for fear it will reveal itself," she thought. 

" How inscrutable are women ! " passed 
through his mind. 

"There! now tell me if you are not 
jealous of Circe. Tell me, on your word 
of honour, whether you are ready to 
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love as a si3ter the girl who becomes my 
wife" 

"My wife!" 

The two words rang in her ears like a 
tolling bell long after they were spoken, 
but she managed to laugh again, and 
bravely, just as women can laugh some- 
times, when their hearts are breaking and 
their lives turning to ashes. 

"I shall love your wife for your sake, 
Enroll; and if I have been odd to-day, 
put it down to temper. You know I 
am not an angel," she said quietly and 
deliberately, though her blood was running 
riot in her veins and her pulse galloping. 
And when her little hypocritical speech was 
ended, she raised herself on tiptoe and 
dropped a calm sisterly caress, light and 
soft as a rose-leaf, on his forehead. 

It was a false little kiss, and she hated 

herself for giving it— for she was truthful 

and good as gold ; but all she cared 
vol. i. s 
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about at the moment was to deceive 
him. 

Enroll was vain, from the top of his sunlit 
head to the sole of his well-shaped foot. 
Vanity was inherent in his nature, and it 
had been fostered in him till he believed 
himself to be all - conquering ; and a 
man's weakest point is his vanity, as a 
rule. 

So it was that Quita's quiet voice and 
steady glance amazed him, and railed him 
more than he would have confessed to. 
Her feelings for him were a sweet and 
subtle incense he did not like to miss. He 
stared at her a moment in unfeigned per- 
plexity, while she looked up at the watchful 
star, with a wonder in her mind if it really 
sparkled. 

She thought there was no more sunlight 
nor starlight for her now, that she must 
turn away resolutely from the blue heaven 
of ErrolTs eyes ; but that was a secret that 
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she would have to keep vigilantly between 
herself and her heart. 

And Enroll waxed angry and haughty as 
he felt the white face — impassive as marble 
— the set lips, the steadfast look, baffle him ; 
but having one of those mercurial shallow 
natures, that never care to dive below the 
surface, he soon gave up the study like an 
unguessed riddle. 

Leaning far out of the window, with 
bunches of passion-flowers trailing and 
Ming close over his fair head, he almost 
forgot that a little drama of passion and 
desolation had just been enacted, and that a 
fragile lily-faced girl, with a bursting heart, 
stood beside him. 

"Love not ! Love not ! 
Ye hapless sons of clay, 
Hope's gayest wreaths are made of earthly flowers, 

Things that are made to fade and fall away 
Ere they have blossomed hut a few short hours. 
Love not ! Love not ! " — 

he sang in a rich tenor voice, that 

e 2 
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floated out far into the dusky fragrant 
night. 

Quita listened for a moment or so — 
moments that seemed fraught with the 
sorrow of a lifetime — then she turned away, 
and walked slowly out of the room and up 
the great oaken stairs, until she reached 
her own chamber. Locking the door, she 
dropped down prone on her knees, panting 
and breathless, and burying her face on 
a pillow, half-smothered the sobs which 
broke forth with a passion that would not 
be restrained. They sank at last into a 
deep wail, low and piercing, and sad enough 
to have been the cry of one of Dante's lost 
souls. 

" Can it be that I have lost you ! " she 
cried. "How can I live without you — 
forever — ever — without you? I cannot, I 
cannot! Oh Erroll, Enroll !" 

His voice went up to her on the wings 
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of the silent night, and prone on her knees 
she listened — listened with dazed sense 
and dilated eyes, and with a horrible pain 
at her heart. By-and-by the song died 
away. The solitary peeping star was 
hidden away by a cloud ; the grayness 
of the night deepened into black, and 
Erroll drew down the casement with an 
impatient thud. 

Quita burst into tears again, and they 
were the largest, bitterest tears that she 
had shed in all her life long. 

" Love not ! love not ! " 

The refrain of Erroll's song rang on 
still in her ears — a requiem for the poor 
dead past. 

" Oh God ! what shall I do ? How shall 
I live within sight and hearing of it all ? 
Love Circe Kothes ! I hate her, as much 
as I love him ! Heaven have pity upon 
me, and teach me to bear, or to forget ! " 
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And as the night wore on, she lay on the 
floor, shivering through the long warm 
summer hours, and moaning out her prayer 
for strength or oblivion. 




CHAPTER III. 

PURGATORY. 

" When life op'd like a flower — when clung my lips 

to quaff its honey ; 
And joys throng'd like a shower of gold kingcups in 

meadows sunny. 
Oh, I was full of trusting faith, and in my glee and 

gladness 
Dreamed not that others had begun as bright, wbose 

end was madness. 
And shattered idols, broken dreams, come crowding on 

my brain, 
As speaks the spirit-voice of days that never come 

again!" 

" Though our lives must drift apart, I shall love thee 
best—" 

rang through Quita's heart, and {women are 
such weak, loving, most inconsistent para- 
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doxes !) she tenderly fastened a bit of half- 
faded purple blossom into her bodice, as she 
walked, a little languidly and listlessly, 
down the oaken staircase. 

So far as outward calm, her prayers for 
strength had been answered. Beyond a 
certain pallor and a dark shadow under- 
lining her eyes, she was the same Quita in 
appearance that had descended those stairs 
day after day. 

Queenscourt rose early, all except the 
scion of the house, and he was addicted to 
self-indulgence in more ways than one. 

So at nine, by the big black clock crowned 
with Hercules, the tea and the coffee and 
hot rolls steamed amidst the glitter of 
crystal and shimmer of silver, in a room 
that was a gem in itself, with its dainty 
Watteaus and Greuzes, glowing scenes of 
Pastel, life-size figures of David, and 
master bits of Horace Vernet, Delaroche, 
and Claude Lorraine. Faultless busts in 
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marble stood in full relief against the 
walls; great vases of Kussian malachite, 
cabinets of ebony carved in the era of 
the Kenaissance, and stands of Florentine 
mosaic, inlaid with lapis-lazuli, stood about, 
while lofty mirrors repeated the beauty of 
the room from end to end. And beyond 
the window, stretched in the distance a 
glorious old wood, waving cornfields, and 
sloping glades, green dells, and flowery 
hollows, with a bright clear sun above 
them all, sending its golden rays, in com- 
pany with the fragrance of a myriad roses, 
over the breakfast-table. Quita dropped 
into her customary seat, devoutly wishing 
that her office of tea-maker had not neces- 
sitated facing the light ; for the sun seemed 
to gaze at her obtrusively, with his hard 
yellow eyes, and to rest on her with a 
dogged tenacity, which was dreadfully 
irritating. 



u 



Quita ! " 
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It was an old voice that spoke, and it 
had a little quaver in it; but to the girl's 
ears it sounded soft and sweet, for it was 
the voice of ErrolTs mother; and it had 
never failed in softness or sweetness to 
' her since she first stood, nine years before, 
on the threshold of Queenscourt, a miserable . 
desolate little mite, with a tiny face that 
looked all eyes like an owl, and a tiny 
form habited all in black — a dreary badge 
of complete orphanhood. 

The words of the Creole, Zoe Heathcote, 
who lay at rest within the green mango 
topes of Jamaica, had been verified, and 
Philip Heathcote's people 'had taken his 
-child: — his orphan — at once to their hearts. 

"Enroll told me you were ill last night, 
and I listened at your door, but you were 
quiet as a mouse, so I crept away again," 
Mrs. Adair said kindly, 

Quita remembered the violent tussle of 
feeling she had gone through, and remem- 
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bered as well that the acuteness of her 
grief and despair had found voice; and 
in spite of a little pang of self-reproach, 
she thanked Providence that her aunt was 
sometimes a little hard of hearing. 

"I am all right to-day," she answered 
jauntily, with a feeble attempt at cheer- 
fulness, but she fidgeted in her chair under 
the scrutiny of the eyes opposite. 

How blue they were, and how like 
Erroll's I 

" You look very white, child ? " pro- 
nounced Mrs. Adair after a keen survey 
of her niece's features. 

" Oh, no ! " Quita contradicted flatly, 
though gently, and perhaps she was right 
in the main, for at that moment a hot 
flush— born of Mrs. Adair's investigation- 
burned in her face, and the flush, hot 
and ephemeral as it was, served to satisfy 
the old lady's apprehensions pro tern., for 
♦she returned comfortably with renewed 
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vigour to her buttered French roll But 
Quita could not eat ; the fish and the bacon, 
though done to a turn, the grilled chicken 
and omelette aux fines herbeg were posi- 
tively loathsome to her, and the very first 
mouthful she attempted nearly brought 
her to an untimely and inglorious end 
by choking; so she sat toying lazily 
with a minute scrap of dry toast, and 
dallying with her teaspoon, while her 
eyes unconsciously fixed themselves on 
her own reflection in the tall silver coffee- 
pot. 

She started; her reflection, unflattering 
and lantern-jawed, roused her to a sense 
of utter misery. 

" How ugly I look ! " she muttered in 
dismay to herself, with a desperate pang 
of disgust and mortification. " It is no 
wonder people (by people, in Cupid's 
vocabulary, understand one person) don't 
care to look at me after such real beauties 
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as Miss Rothes — I wish I was dead ! What 
is the good of living, if one can't even be 
looked at with pleasure." 

She sighed involuntarily and audibly, 
and then hastily rattled her teaspoon in 
her saucer to cover the sigh, but she 
need not have troubled ! the " Sigh — noun 
—the result or involuntary expression of 
some depressing emotion, as grief, sorrow, 
anxiety and the like," vide Webster, did 
not even make itself heard, for Mrs. Adair 
was absorbed in her morning refections and 
reflections. 

For a minute or so a dead silence 
reigned in the room, save the monotonous 
tapping of a long refractory rose-branch 
■against the window-pane, and the drowsy 
buzzing of a big filmy-winged drone wha 
had taken an outing for the day. A breath 
of soft westerly wind whispered to some 
•clustering leaves, and the sun drew a veil 
-of fleecy clouds before his lurid yellow 
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eyes, sending a shadow across the breakfast- 
table. 

" Quita, did Erroll tell you ? " Mrs. Adair 
asked suddenly, in a low mysterious voice 
that sounded like a great clap of thunder 
in Quita's ears. 

" What, Auntie ? * 

She coloured deeply at her own equivo- 
cation, as she spoke; but the colour quickly 
died away, and she looked absolutely gray 
in the tempered light. It was coming, 
and it would sound even, more real from 
other's lips, thought the girl growing hot 
and cold 

"That he has really proposed to Miss 
Rothes." 

" Has he ? " Quita answered with a 
dreary little smile. "And of course Miss 
Rothes has had the good taste to say 
'Yes'?" 

" Of course ! It was not very likely 
she would be so foolish as to say 'No!'" 
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the devoted mother replied warmly- "Of 
course, she would jump at such an offer t 
You see Erroll has so many attractions, 
besides being so very handsome." 

" Yes I " agreed Quita dreamily, half- 
closing her eyes, and calling up the fair- 
haired, superb beauty of the man wha 
had asked Miss Kothes to marry him. 

"And he will make such a husband, 
dear boy. He is such an excellent son, 
and so faithful and loving in every relation 
of life as you know." 

" As I know ! " repeated poor Quita 
mechanically like a poll-parrot, wondering 
just a little what the exact meaning of 
fidelity and love might be in this wicked 
world. 

" What girl wouldn't care for Erroll, eh, 
Quita ? " asked Mrs. Adair unctuously, 
her placid face waxing radiant with intense 
maternal pride. 

" Yes, what girl ! " said Quita, once more 
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reduced to echoes, and she hugged to 
her bosom the consolatory assurance that, 
after all, she was only one amongst a 
perfect host of victims to Erroll's per- 
fections. The wind and the leaves kept 
whispering, the drone buzzed on, and the 
rose-branches tapped, tapped, and Quita's 
heart-throbs kept them company. 

"Erroll is so well off too," continued 
his mother with supreme satisfaction, as 
she went through a sort of auctioneer's 
catalogue of ErrolTs possessions. " First 
and foremost, Queenscourt is fit for a 
duchess, you know ; then there's the shoot- 
ing-box in Leicestershire, the place in the 
Highlands, and ever so many fat acres in 
Kent. Thank God, my darling boy is so 
well provided for. He has everything a 
man can desire — youth and health, and 
beauty and wealth — and, above all, Quita, 
such a golden heart, so kind and tender, 
and so true ! " 
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The girl shivered a little, as if a cold 
wind had swept over her; and, faint and 
trembling, she hastily poured out a cup 
of boiling coffee and drank it. It burnt 
her throat horribly, but no matter. The 
fierce fire in her brain and her heart 
entirely swallowed up every other sensation. 

She was undergoing her time of purga- 
tory, and it seemed to her that the period 
of torture would never cease; for Mrs. 
Adair, usually a quiet woman, had taken a 
fit of loquacity that morning, though her 
niece inwardly blessed her for not requiring 
a talker, but a listener. 

"Yes!" the old lady went on, reflec- 
tively, after a while, "it will indeed be a 
splendid match for Circe Kothes ; so very 
far beyond anything she can have possibly 
expected, poor thing ! She is very beau- 
tiful ; but her face is her fortune ; for eve* 
since her father, the old half-pay captain, 
died (he was a spendthrift in his way too — 
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fond of whisky and tobacco), she and Mrs, 
Kothes have had a hard struggle to make 
both ends meet, I fancy. Do you like 
Miss Kothes,. Quita .?" 

Quita started ; the question came so 
abruptly and unexpectedly. 

She hesitated. She had been brought 
up by a strict Scotch governess, and a 
strong love of truth had grown up with 
her. She remembered that only the night 
before she had, lying prone on the floor 
of her room, felt that she hated Miss 
Eothes. Miss Rothes, who had come to 
turn her life into ashes — Miss Rothes, who, 
like a modern Delilah, had shorn Erroll of 
his strength, and bound him hand and foot 
by dint of her lovely face and wicked arts. 

And Quita had quite a childish awe of 
Ananias and Sapphira's untimely fate, in 
case she uttered a deliberate falsehood. 

"Do you like her, auntie ? " she replied, 
with a new-born Jesuitical cunning, getting 
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out of her dilemma by answering a question 
with a question. 

The tables were turned, and it was Mrs. 
Adair's turn to hesitate, for she too was 
strictly veracious — a lie had never tainted 
her lips in all her long life ; but at the 
same time she adored her son, and 
to speak disparagingly of Circe Kothes 
was to speak disparagingly of her son's 
taste. 

" Erroll likes her ! He is madly in love 
with her pretty face. Dear boy! anyone 
can see that she has fairly bewitched him. 
Quita, have you the honey there ? " 

Quita winced — it was too hard ! 

Honey ! What honey could she possibly 
have in life, now that Miss Kothes had 
fairly bewitched Erroll! Then the pink- 
and-white porcelain jar suddenly caught her 
eye, and dragged her back to reality; and 
she handed it over in silence, thinking that 
upon that particularly wretched morning, 



63 A PROFESSIONAL BEAUTY. 

factory meal. 

The table, with its shimmering silver and 
sparkling crystal ; the tea-tray, with all its 
adjuncts ; the Watteaus and Greuzes, and 
Horace Vernets and Claude Lorraines — all 
seemed to join together and to rise up in 
a big dark wave; and she pinched' her 
own arm violently, leaving quite a mark 
on the soft, white flesh, just to keep 
herself from dropping ignominiously in an 
inert heap on the crimson-velvet pile. 

" You see, dear, that though Erroll has 
lived so much in large cities and seen so 
much beauty, he does not seem to have 
cared for anyone in that way," Mrs. Adair 
went on slowly, while her words fell like 
little bits of ice on Quita's heart ; but she 
was so completely absorbed in ErrolFs 
future, that the girl's white stricken face 
escaped her notice. 

She had never had a daughter, or per- 
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chance she would have been less unobser- 
vant. She had had no experience of 
womanish weakness and womanish folly ; 
no pale humid-eyed girl had clung to her 
neck, and poured out in her ear a tale of 
love — a woful pitiful tale of love — given 
freely and unreservedly, yet not requited — 
a poor heart broken in its rebound on 
itself ! 

Mrs. Adair had brought six stalwart sons 
into the world — six fine athletic young 
fellows, and five of them slept peacefully in 
the vault within a stone's-throw of Queens- 
court gates. Only one was left — Erroll, 
the youngest, the most beautiful, the flower 
of the flock, the dearest to his mother's 
heart. She lived in Erroll and for Erroll, 
and in spite of widowhood and the children 
gone before, she was as a rule a cheerful 
and contented woman. But she had a 
fault, or rather a lack of one good quality 
—she wanted knowledge of human nature. 
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As it was, in her guileless unworldly way, 
she planted thorn upon thorn in Quita's 
crown. 

" Of course, Quita, Erroll cares for you, 
and some time ago — let me see, about two 
yeara ago — just after the Kothes came 
back from the Continent to Eglantine Villa 

— you know " She paused, laughed a 

soft cheery little laugh, and helping her- 
self to a lovely sun-kissed peach, began to 
pare it carefully. 

" Yes ! " cried Quita, with a little gasp, 
in which her heart seemed to rise up in 
her throat, and with her brown eyes 
afire. 

" I said to him, on£ day, that nothing 
would make me happier than to see you, 
whom I had known and loved, and spoiled, 
I am afraid — eh, Quita? — from childhood — 
his wife." 

" Well ! " 

The voice had dropped almost to a 
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whisper from sheer excess of emotion, and 
the pulses galloped. 

" I told him that I was quite sure you 
loved him dearly, more than anyone else 
in the world ! and he answered " 

" What ? " 

Not even when the poor young voice 
grew shrill with expectation and dread, did 
JVIrs. Adair cease peeling her peach or rouse 
into suspicion of the truth. 

She gave a little smile, and said quietly, 
as though she were not thrusting a dagger 
into the girl's fair bosom : u That you and 
he were just like brother and sister; and 
that any such absurd sentiment had never 
entered into your head or his." 

u He said that ! " 

The three words came slowly and brokenly ; 
the little white face grew whiter and con- 
tracted with mental pain; two hands 
clenched together in their helplessness and 
hopelessness. But through the utter, utter 
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feebleness and prostration of frame, the 
heart beat even more wildly in its strong 
and unasked love, and in its sense of 
desolation. Sick with weariness and dreari- 
ness of spirit, Quita sat almost rigid, her 
eyes mechanically following the happy 
flight of birds across the sky, and the 
butterflies dancing over the scented bloom. 
"Erroll laughed at me for being a 
silly old woman. ' Don't put any nonsense 
into Quita's head, mother/ he said; 'she 
is a jolly little thing, but as a wife — — ' 

So you see, Quita " 

But Quita neither saw nor heard any 
more, she simply subsided into a small 
huddled white mass on the floor. For 
one instant Mrs. Adair sat aghast, then 
upsetting her coffee and her chair, she 
called hurriedly to her son, who was just 
putting in an appearance at the door: 
" Erroll I the child is ill or— dead ! " 
And while, flurried and frightened, she 
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hastened to send for medical aid, Erroll 
stooped, and • gently gathered up the 
senseless slender figure in his arms. 

" She wears my passion-flower still, poor 
little thing ! " he said to himself, smiling. 




CHAPTER IV. 

A FAIR TEMPTATION. 

"I felt the while a pleasing kind of smart; 
The kiss went tingling to my panting heart; 
When it was gone, the sense of it did stay, 
The sweetness cloyed upon my lips all day, 
Like drops of honey — loth to melt away ! " 

Outside, odours like incense went up from 
bud and blossom to the God of light. 
There was almost an oppressive stillness in 
the air, for the baby breeze born in the 
west, that had stirred the heads of the 
oaks and elms, had gone faintly whispering 
away again amidst the delicate silver of 
the swaying willows and the sombre shadow 
of the weird-like firs. The birds pursued 



A FAIR TEMPTATION. 75 

their happy flight, and the butterflies 
danced on over the bloom. 

Inside was a picture too often seen in 
the world — a picture of man's selfishness 
and inconstancy. 

Quita lay in her faithless lover's arms, 
her chestnut hair falling in bright waves 
almost to the floor, her long lashes resting 
close to her snowy cheeks, her lips — so 
like a child's — just apart, showing a gleam 
of little white teeth. 

Erroll looked down on her. 

He believed honestly enough that he 
was in love with Miss Kothes, whom he 
was pledged to marry ; but what of that ? 

The jeunesse doree of the nineteenth 

century are neither Galahads nor Josephs; 

and when a fair temptation is to the fore, 

.their moral courage does not often rear 

its crest aloft. 

Quita looked unusually pretty in her 
fainting fit. Quita was only his cousin — 
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almost his sister — and just one little kiss 
could not harm her or anyone! 

"Just one little kiss" 

What's in a kiss ? The lips pout slightly, 
and touch the other lips softly, and then 
they just part, and the job is complete. 
That is a kiss in the abstract; but listen, 
my readers, to what the standard old 
author Haliburton has to say: 

"A kiss fairly electrifies; for it warms 
your blood, and sets your heart beating 
like a brass drum, and makes your eyes 
twinkle like stars in a frosty night. It 
isn't a thing ever to be forgot ; no language 
can express it; no letters will give the 
sound. Then what in nature is equal to 
the flavour of it? What an aroma it 
has ! how spiritual it is ! It is not gross, 
you cannot feed on it; it does not cloy, 
for the palate is not required to test its 
taste. It is neither visible, nor tangible, 
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nor portable, nor transferable. It is not 
a substance, nor a liquid, nor a vapour. 
It has neither colour nor form'. Imagina- 
tion cannot conceive it. It cannot be 
imitated or forged. It is confined to no 
clime or country, but is ubiquitous. It 
is disembodied when completed, but is 
instantly reproduced, and so is immortal. 
It is as old as creation, and yet it is as 
young and fresh as ever. It pre-existed, 
still exists, and always will exist. It per- 
vades all nature. The breeze, as it passes, 
kisses the rose; and the pendent vine 
stoops down and hides with its tendrils 
its blushes, as it kisses the limpid stream 
that waits in an eddy to meet it, and 
raises its tiny waves, like anxious eyes, to 
receive it. Millions and millions of souls 
have been made happy, while millions and 
millions have been plunged into misery 
and despair by this kissing. And yet 
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when you look upon the character of the 
thing, it is simply a pouting and a parting 
of the lips ! " 

And it was simply as a pouting and 
parting of the lips that Erroll looked upon 
a kiss. Ever since he was a small boy in 
velvet tunic and point-lace collar, with a 
heap of thick gold- flecked curls tumbling 
round his cherub face, he had always had 
what he wanted. Why should he begin at 
that identical moment the unpleasant task 
of mortifying the flesh ? 

So forgetting that " millions upon mil- 
lions have been plunged into misery and 
despair by a kiss," he dropped one, light 
as the fall of a rose-leaf, on Quita's half- 
parted coral lips, and with the mysterious 
magic, the electrifying power of that caress, 
life and consciousness fluttered back to 
Quita, and she realised that Miss Kothes' 
promised husband did not number self- 
denial or a fine clear sense of honour 
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among the numerous cardinal virtues with 
which she had invested him. 

But she made no sign. 

Tap, tap, went the rose-branch — the same 
big brown drone buzzed on—and the hard 
yellow eyes of the summer sun, peering 
through the cool clustering leaves, made 
chequers of diamonds on the floor. 

It was very pleasant to lie white, and 
inert, and passive in Erroll's arms, to feel 
his warm breath floating past, and his 
strong hands chafing her ice-cold fingers. 

She believed she had found the true 
Paradise. After a little, her lids still closed, 
she stirred slightly, and her head, rested 
right on Erroll's heart. 

How it beat ! She tried to count the 
quick throbs, dreamily wondering whether 
they were all — all — for Miss Rothes, or 
if there was not one of them for the 
"jolly little thing " he had apostrophised 
to his mother. Ah, she knew that faint 
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praise damned more than censure — and yet 
in spite of all, she loved him still ! 

It was far from a peaceful pillow, that 
heart of Erroll ; it went up and down, up 
and down, with quite a thud, like the rise 
and fall of a sledge hammer, but, poor 
lovesick child! she preferred it to the 
most luxurious of eider-down, or a cushion 
of rose-leaves. 

A faint pink flush on her cheek attracted 
his notice. 

Quita with a colour was infinitely prettier 
than when she wore her usual tints of 
a "Snowflake," as he had christened her 
long ago. 

"Are you better, little one?" he asked, 
as softly and tenderly as though no such 
hideous nightmare as his marriage with 
Miss Rothes had come to the girl, to scare 
away all joy and hope. 

"Yes," she whispered, turning her face 
away from the light, and hiding it against 
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his breast, for she remembered suddenly 
her reflection in the tall silver coffee-pot. 

" He shan't see how ugly I look to-day," 
she thought with a shudder; but Enroll, 
not possessing the gift of clairvoyance, 
put down the little clinging gesture and 
shudder to the strong feelings he had 
awakened. 

"Poor darling!" he murmured, with a 
little thrill of passion running through 
his voice, and an enormous compassion 
in his soul for victim number ? 

He could not have numbered them for 
the life of him. 

He almost wished he could marry her, 
out of pure pity, while he still held her 
in his embrace, rocking backwards and 
forwards unconsciously, as if he were 
fondling and soothing a baby. 

"Poor little darling!" he repeated, "I 
never guessed till last evening — on my 
honour I didn't!" 

VOL. I. Q 
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He never attempted to explain the pith 
of his words, he knew she understood. 

She did not start away from him, or 
flare up in virtuous indignation. All her 
seventeen-year-old dignity, all her womanly 
pride, all her maidenly shyness— which 
she had worn intact, and as naturally as 
. an empress wears her imperial purple — 
slept. 

Ay, they slumbered as profoundly as 
the seven famous sleepers; only an intense 
absorbing but pure love for the hero of 
her childhood, the king of her girlhood, 
the dream of her young life, was awake, 
and added to the love, was a terrible, 
terrible thirst to know something, some- 
thing that might be an excuse for having 
loved him so. 

" Erroll ! " 

She spoke the beloved name quietly and 
calmly, without a tremor in her voice, or a 
blush on her cheek. 
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"Yes, pet!" he answered, wondering 
whether she was going to ask him to 
throw over Miss Bothes and marry her 
instead. 

"Tell me, have you never, never felt 
anything more for me than you would feel 
for a sister ? " 

" I hardly know," he said awkwardly ; 
and he coloured like a girl, while a good 
deal of embarrassment crept into his blue 
eyes. 

It seemed strange to him that this 
slip of a girl, who had been usually 
so reticent and proper, should suddenly 
develop fastness, and venture such a 
question. 

What did he know, what does any 

man know, of the bravery that desires 

to drive a knife right into the wound, 

so as to hill the love which may soon 

be a sin? 

And yet, poor little thing! she shrank 

o 2 
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from the thrust, she dreaded the stone 
she was rolling to her own sepulchre. 

"I want to know," she said. 

"You see, we have been so much 
together, and somehow it never struck 
me you cared for me in that way. Yet 
had " 

He stopped short, feeling immensely 
uncomfortable and flurried, and a little 
angry as well ; being cross-questioned was 
an unpleasantness his thorough epicurean 
temperament rebelled against. 

" Well ? " she asked, in a quiet and firm 
voice, her great brown eyes watching him 
solemnly, keenly, and yet so pitifully. 

Moral cowardice was not one of his 
faults ; but, nevertheless, he moved un- 
easily in his chair, and devoutly wished 
those great brown eyes would not look at 
him like that. They reminded him of a 
look a pet dog had given him just as it 
died. 
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" Perhaps I might have learned to care 
too," he murmured at last, rather sheep- 
ishly. 

" Could you ever have loved me, if 
you had tried, as much as you love — Miss 
Kothes— Erroll ? " 

The words were spoken slowly and dis- 
jointedly, and she caught her breath as 
they fell, while two bright spots like 
carmine glowed on her cheeks. 

He averted his face and bit his lip, 
and he would not meet her glance as he 
answered her. 

"Well, you see, Quita, to my belief 
love is spontaneous, it springs up suddenly ; 
the first moment I saw Circe, I knew it was 
all up; now I have known you so long, 
and " 

"Been unable to tutor your heart into 
any feeling warmer than a quiet brotherly 
affection. Quite right, Erroll ; love springs 
up, as you say, without one knowing it," 
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she replied drearily ; and the two hot spots 
burning out, left her cheeks as white as 
snow. 

He was touched by her tone ; what man 
would not have been touched by it, unless 
he had been made of granite ? 

He longed to pet her and comfort her 
as he had done all her childhood, but 
something held him back, something that 
was more felt than seen. Quita, all of a 
sudden, seemed to have thrown off girlish- 
ness and developed into a woman — a 
thoughtful and suffering woman. 

A mantle of reserve had fallen over her ; 
a broad pale line of pain went round her 
pretty childlike lips ; a wistful shadow lay 
on the limpid brown eyes. 

Impulsive by nature, Erroll put her 
gently into an armchair, and then flung 
himself impetuously on his knees before 
her. 

"Forgive me, little one I" he whispered, 
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feeling for the nonce dreadfully criminal 
and profoundly penitent. 

"Forgive you — for what?" she asked 
meekly, her fingers softly wandering over 
his fair hair — " for not caring for me ? " 

" No, no ; not for that, for I do care for 
you, my little Quita ! " 

"For what, then?" 

She scarcely heeded the gist of her own 
words ; she was only alive to the fact that 
he was there, kneeling before her, as he 
might kneel before the loveliest woman in 
the world. She could see him, hear him, 
touch him! 

The delicious glamour of his presence and 
proximity fell upon her, and it was a subtle 
hashish, that made her oblivious of all else. 
But she was quickly brought back to reality 
by Erroll. 

"For loving Circe more; for loving 'her 
as much as a man can love a woman ? " 

He did not really mean what he said; 
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he knew that he did not love Miss Rothes 
so much. Yet, whatever might be in store 
for him, he believed such an assertion was 
the kindest and best in the main to the 
poor little girl who was eating her heart 
out for him. 

And Quita, even while doubting, with 
a woman's true instinct, the extent of the 
love he had professed, yet felt the meaning 
of his speech, and shrank with shame. 

"Will you promise me something, 
Erroll?" 

" Anything, everything, my child ! " he 
answered fervently. 

" Will you swear on your knees to keep 
that promise ? " 

" Yes." 

"Swear, then, that never again, in all 
the time fate keeps us two together, you 
wilT kiss me ; swear that, from this day 
forth, you will bear yourself to me exactly 
as you would wish Miss Rothes to bear 
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herself towards every man but your- 
self." 

"Don't be so hard, Quita!" he remon- 
strated. 

Quita faced him fully, a deep wild-rose 
fitful bloom on her cheek, her eyes glitter- 
ing with repressed feeling. She looked 
prettier, ten times prettier than lie had 
ever seen her look before. He had never 
noticed how lovely she really was, with her 
cameo face and her large speaking eyes, as 
lovely and entrancing in her style as Miss 
Rothes was in hers. 

So he called up his best weapons with the 
sex — an irresistible glance, a touch of pathos 
in his tone. 

" Don't be so hard on me," he repeated ; 
"and, Quita, don't be so hard on your- 
self." 

She entirely forgot the supreme vanity 
that cropped up in his words, and simply 
recollected how true they were. 
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" Yes ! it will be hard, very hard on 
myself, Erroll," she said frankly ; " and 
that is the very reason you must swear." 

"I cannot swear!" he answered im- 
patiently, springing to his feet, with the 
blood mounting over his fair skin. "I 
won't swear — why should I?" 

" For. my peace* sake, Erroll." 

Humbly, meekly, piteously, she spoke 
in a faltering voice, for she felt she 
wanted his aid to keep her self-respect. 
• He shook his head with the gleam of 
a smile on his lips. He had half a mind 
to seize the slight figure in his arms then 
and there, and to plant a dozen kisses 
on the sweet trembling lips. 

"For Miss Kothes' sake, then." 

He burst out laughing. 

" Pshaw ! Circe is not a bit of a 
prude, thank goodness, and does not care 
a fig ; she knows my heart and my hand 
will be hers, and as for my lips " 
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"Then I'll swear!" Quita interrupted 
feverishly, her whole soul up in arms at 
his sentiments, and throwing herself on 
her knees : 

"Never again shall our lips meet — I 
swear it!" she cried. 

"Unless you change your foolish little 
mind, add that, child." 

"I shall never change my mind!" she 
said solemnly, and rising, she sat down 
at a little distance. 

Erroll regarded her steadfastly for a 
moment, then his glance hardened a little 
and the lurking smile left his mouth. It 
seemed to him that Quita was the first 
woman who had denied him. 

Turning away in the careless insouciant 
manner habitual to him, he began whistling, 
as was always his way when not well 
pleased — 

Love not 1 love not 1 
Ye hapless sons of clay ! 
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Quita got up from her seat, and going 
up to him, laid her hand lightly and 
deprecatingly on his arm. 

"Not that, Erroll, for mercy's sake! it 
reminds me of the most miserable hour 
in my life." 

He did not even look at her, but asked 
in an indifferent tone : " And when was 
that ? " 

" Yesterday evening," she replied, laconi- 
cally ; but a white wave swept over her 
face, and her voice shook. Erroll glanced 
at her, and realised in that moment that 
the girl who had loved him all these years 
had gone now out of his life as much as 
though land and sea divided them. 




CHAPTER V. 



circe. 



" Nought under heaven so strongly doth allure 
The sense of man, and all his minde possesse, 
As Beauty's lovely baita" 

By-and-by Miss Bothes arrived, in a sort 
of mimic state, to receive Mrs. Adair's 
benediction on — vide Court Journal — " The 
approaching marriage in high life." 

A couple of devoted vassals attended 
her on the important occasion — one of 
them her mother, the other her lover; 
Enroll, handsomer than ever, with a blaze 
of triumphant love irradiating his features, 
and making his eyes seem bluer and his 
hair brighter. 
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. Circe Rothes was what in the nineteenth 
century we all understand by the term 
"A Professional Beauty." In bygone days 
our worthy grandfathers and grandmothers 
would have thrown up their eyes and 
elevated their brows at the term, but 
nous avons changS tout cela. Since the 
advent of those planets, whose existence 
has become known to all the world through 
the medium of society journals, "profes- 
sional beauty" are words as familiar to 
our ears and understanding as bread and 
butter. 

Miss Eothes had been christened " Circe." 
Her mother, whose dabblings in the 
waters of literature had been, from both 
inclination and limited means, confined to 
cookery-books, had by chance stumbled on 
the name, and, thinking it sounded more 
imposing and aristocratic than her own 
appellation of Mary Ann, she had elected 
to bestow it on her offspring; while her 
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father, the half-pay naval captain, in, a 
chronic condition of Glenlivat, had had 
but foggy ideas on the subject. It was 
only the simple old country parson 
who had felt slight misgivings over the 
heathenish cognomen ; which, after all, had 
turned out to be the fittest for the embryo 
beauty and coquette, in the wells of whose 
eyes so many men were doomed to lose 
themselves. 

Miss Eothes was tall, with a well de- 
veloped figure and superb physique, and her 
face — after the type of the Venetians — 
with its little straight features, its skin of 
ivory satin, its big black eyes, lazy . and 
liquid, enframed in blood-red tresses, was 
simply perfect. 

It was a singular sort of beauty — start- 
ling and bizarre in its vivid tints ; but still 
it was beauty, and all men acknowledged 
to it. 

All women did not acknowledge to it, 
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but envied her face and her figure, and 
above all, her undoubted success — with all 
their hearts. 

But for women's opinion Miss Kothes 
did not care two pins. 

With her own sex she was ill at ease, 
bored to death, taciturn, a mere lay figure, 
exquisite to look at ; with men she was in 
her element, sparkling and languid by 
turns, full of tricks as a monkey, and 
altogether fascinating. 

She had gone through ever so many 
seasons in London and Paris and Vienna. 
Goodness knows what her age was ; but if 
she had been as old as Mount Horeb, what 
would it have mattered, since she looked 
young — and according to our neighbours 
the French, women are only as old as 
they look. 

She had flouted her lovely wings in 
Florence and Eome, at Monaco and the 
German Bads, at the fashionable English 
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seasides, and run the whole gamut of flirta- 
tion at garrison towns. But though the 
highest in the land down to raw penniless 
subs had been victimised for a time, no 
man had been hardy enough to take her 
for the wife of his bosom, until Erroll 
Adair came, and saw, and was conquered. 

He had had rather fastidious notions up 
to this time about women. He had pre- 
ferred the modest violet to the flaunting 
sunflower — even crude schoolgirls to the 
professional beauties. He had jeered at 
men who followed like a flock of sheep 
in the train of the last " success," and 
had scorned the idea of any of his feminine 
belongings having her face in every shop 
window for the passing stare of the canaille. 

But under the spell of the odalisque eyes 
and lazy smile, all the old prejudices had 
gone to the wall ; and he was as proud as a 
peacock at being the husband-elect of the 
"Favourite," 1879-80. 

VOL. I. H 
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TaU ahd straight as a young poplar, 
Miss Eothes slowly bent her dainty 
head, with the patronage of an empress, 
to receive her future mother-in-law's 
timid salute, on two cheeks whose deli- 
cacy rivalled egg-shell china; and the 
important ceremony concluded, she dropped 
into the arms of a gilded and velvet 
fauteuil, while her black eyes, large as 
stars, and with a tawny shade in their 
wonderful depths, looked out just a trifle 
coldly and indifferently on the group around. 

Mrs. Eothes, who had settled down in the 
background, was by no means imposing in 
appearance. She was insignificant, in fact, 
in contrast with her beautiful daughter, who 
evidently wielded a sceptre of iron over 
her. She was a little woman, with homely 
features and a "sat-upon" air, with a 
shifty gleam in her pale eyes, and a 
mouth of which cunning was the principal 
characteristic. 
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It was June, the glorious month of roses. 
The sky was clear as crystal and as innocent 
of a cloud as it is in the south, and the 
thermometer ranged from seventy to eighty, 
even in the shady flower-scented Queenscourt 
drawing-room. But ErrolTs jmncee had 
willed to wear on the occasion imperial 
purple, cut square and low on the lace- 
decked neck, and trailing on the carpet. 

"It is the very best Lyons, and must 
have cost quite a guinea a yard new. 
Everyone does not know that I got it cheap 
from the Duchess of Farthingale's femme 
de chambre. It will take down the old 
woman and that hateful cousin, who think 
we are paupers," Miss Rothes had an- 
nounced to her mother while performing 
her toilet. But bizarre, as regarded tem- 
perature and position, the rich Lyons fitted 
like wax, and swept in thick soft folds 
round the wearer, in a fashion that was 

marvellously becoming, and with her velvet 

h 2 
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and blood-red tresses, she looked like an 
exquisite creation of Vandyke ; and Quita 
contemplating her, recognised with a sigh 
her own pale charms, and eyed with morti- 
fication her muslin dress, fresh in frills and 
furbelows, and with nothing marring its 
perfect whiteness, save a knot of fragrant 
violets reposing on her bosom. 

The ball of conversation flagged after the 
first few phrases of conventional talk, for 
there was nothing genial nor genuine in 
the atmosphere. 

Circe Kothes and her mother, who had 
rather enjoyed being knocked about in the 
world, were completely out of place in 
that serene and home-like room. And the 
former, apparently exhausted with the exer- 
tion and emotion she believed herself to 
have gone through, leant back indolently 
in her chair, listening placidly, with not 
the smallest accession of colour on her 
cheeks, to ErrolTs enamoured whispers, as 
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with reprehensible egotism he forgot his 
audience completely, and remembered but 
himself and the goddess who had promised 
to cast her lot with his. 

The two dowagers — antitheses in nature 
and sentiment— after one or two feeble 
but futile attempts at mutual entertain- 
meat, had subsided into a sleepy silence ; and 
Quita, like Cinderella, out in the cold, was 
perched on a distant window-sill, wrapped 
in melancholy reflection, while her brown 
eyes took in the undeniable attractions 
of the Circe who had already converted 
dashing insouciant Erroll into a love-sick 
Corydon. 

" Theophrastus called Beauty a silent 
cheat," soliloquised Quita mournfully; "I 
wonder if she is a cheat I don't like 
that look in her great big eyes. It is so 
full of — herself. I wonder if she will 
love him, or send him adrift by-and-by ; " 
and her smooth forehead contracted into 
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puckers in zealous championship of the 
man who had quietly flung her aside like 
a withered sprig. 

Luncheon at the moment made an agree- 
able diversion, and Miss Kothes, who had 
a decided weakness for the fleshpots, 
brightened up perceptibly at the welcome 
summons. 

She did such ample justice to the re- 
cherchS meal that Quita regarded her 
amazed, as she serenely demolished the 
wing of a devilled chicken, a tomato cutlet, 
a morsel of sweetbread, a slice of apricot 
tart dashed with a good tablespoonful of 
clotted cream, and the whole crowned by 
one or two glasses of frothy hock; and 
then, with a keen appreciation of the good 
things of this sublunary sphere, the lady's 
fine orbs kindled, and her lips, scarlet 
as pomegranate blossoms, expanded into 
smiles. 

A page of Washington Irving recurred 
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to Quita, as she marked Miss Kothes' 
appetite, and the vivacity that succeeded 
its satisfaction: "He was a kind and 
grateful toad, whose heart dilated in pro- 
portion as his skin was filled with good 
cheer, and whose spirits rose with eating. 
He could not help rolling his great eyes 
round him as he ate, and chuckling with 
the possibility that he might one day be 
lord of all this luxury. " 

The repast over, the five ill-assorted 
individuals filed back to the drawing-room, 
and once more Miss Eothes installed her- 
,self comfortably in the most luxurious 
seat she could find. 

"Go and sing something, Quita," or- 
dained Erroll, after a few moments, desiring 
a cover for his courtship. " You would like 
a little music, wouldn't you, Circe ? " 

He dawdled tenderly over the five letters 
of the queer name, as if each bore a note of 
harmony on it. 
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"Yes," answered Miss Kothes indiffer- 
ently, putting up her feather fan to hide 
a yawn, for the luncheon had made her 
sleepy, and she did not even turn her 
head towards the young person, who was 
insignificant and even objectionable in her 
eyes. Quita rose from her pet seat on 
the window-sill at once, and with a sense 
of indignation and impotent wrath in her 
bosom, marched up to the piano, with 
her little head erect, the colour flying 
to her cheeks, and a measured step that 
did duty for dignity; and after a short 
prelude, which she dashed off brilliantly, 
and a covert glance at her recreant 
knight, her clear bird-like soprano twittered 
out — 

" Love not ! Love not ! 
Ye hapless sons of clay, 
Hope's gayest wreaths are made of earthly flowers, 

Things that are made to fade and fall away 
Ere they have blossomed but a few short hours. 
Love not ! Love not ! " 
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As the last admonition fell upon her 
ear, Miss Kothes, lying lazily back in her 
easy-chair, gave a little sneer, and whis- 
pered audibly to Erroll : 

" Bather a mal-d-propos ditty, I confess, 
for this particular occasion. But of course 
your cousin has seen nothing of society 
yet, and wants tact, poor thing I" 

Erroll coloured up as he heard, and 
champed away at the end of his long 
blond moustache. The quiet but extreme in- 
solence of the tone made itself evident to even 
his partial ears, and he j umped off his seat. 

" I will sing a verse of that song," 
he cried, with perceptible annoyance in 
his clear ultramarine eyes, but with a 
forced smile on his handsome mouth ; 
"excuse me, Quita. 

" Love not ! Love not ! 
Oh warning vainly said ! 

In present hours as in a day gone by, 
Love flings a halo round the dear one's head, 

Faultless — immortal till they change or die. 
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" Is £/ia£ more d propos, Circe ? " he 
asked, going back to his liege lady as 
floon as hi$ verse was over. 

Her lips, perfect in form, and red as twin 
cherries, parted in a languid smile. 

" Faultless — immortal — till they change 
or — die ! I hope I shall not die yet," she 
murmured, shuddering. 

It sounded so very uncomfortable, just 
after her little recherche meal and the charm- 
ing rest the crimson-velvet fauteuil yielded. 

"Nor change, love, I trust !" whispered 
Erroll sentimentally. "I really think I 
could bear your death, knowing you had 
died true to me — better than your incon- 
stancy." 

Her dark eyes flashed ominously. " I 
call that very selfish," she remarked re- 
provingly, withdrawing the white lissome 
fingers that he had captured under the 
shadow of the embroidered table-cover. 

" Selfish ! Good Heaven ; why do you 
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think me selfish, Circe ? " he questioned in 
amazement. 

Women were not apt to pick holes in 
him, and he was not tutored into endurance 
yet. 

"Because you would rather that I died 
than that I loved some other man ! I call 
that the acme of selfishness," she said in a 
dogmatic tone. 

" Then I am selfish — the very quintessence 
of selfishness," Erroll glared out angrily. 
" I am of a very jealous nature ; I am as 
jealous as a Turk ; and I have very strict 
notions on the conduct of women. Now 
that you belong to me I could not stand 
flirting or fickleness/' 

" But I don't belong to you yet ! " she 
jerked out pettishly, her temper getting the 
better of her prudence ; the warm blood 
mantled on her soft cheeks, and a host of 
little devils peeped out of her great black 
eyes. 
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An admonitory glance from her mother, 
however, suddenly reminded her that though 
she had hooked a glittering fish she had 
not landed him safely yet ; and even while 
Erroll gazed at her petulance amazed, her 
features changed and she altered her tone. 

" Silly boy," she murmured in a saccharine 
voice, and once more, under the embroidered 
cover, five long slender fingers insinuated 
themselves in his palm. " Of course I shall 
like you to be jealous — for is not jealousy a 
proof of love ? " 

She looked adorably lovely as she spoke, 
and Erroll, losing his head, succumbed at 
once ; and, regarding her perfect face, quite 
forgot the old true lines : 

" Beauty is but a vain and doubtful good, 
A shining gloss that fadeth suddenly, 
A flower that dieth when first gives to bud, 
A brittle glass that's broken presently ; 
A doubtful good ! — a gloss — a glass — a flower ! 
Lost — faded — broken — dead within an hour ! " 
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And Quita, from her distant perch, marked 
it all, and turned away her face to the 
window impatiently. 

The hollowness of the atmosphere within 
struck her painfully; but outside every- 
thing was real and pleasant. There were 
cool and grateful shadows beneath the old 
oaks and shady elms, whose giant arms 
seemed to stretch up yearningly to heaven. 
A strong perfume of heliotrope and roses 
rose up from the garden; and the rivulet 
that ran along the end of the sloping lawn 
murmured in glee as it went. The sun 
shone out brilliantly, and every now and 
then the west wind came with a little soft 
swish. But Quita's heart ached with a 
greater sense of desolation than it had ever 
known before ; while her brown eyes, hot 
with unshed tears, mechanically followed 
the little clouds across the sapphire sky, 
and the lingering of the spangled butter- 
flies over the faces of the roses. 



CHAPTER VI. 

MY LADY COQUETTE. 

" And draw them all along and flow 
To join the brimming river ; 
For men may come and men may go, 
But I go on for ever." 

Like the Heathen Chinee, Miss Rothes' 
ways were peculiar, and her paths undefined. 
An anatomist of human nature would have 
found an ample and interesting study in 
her piscatory proclivities. It was curious, 
indeed, to watch her throw her line, and 
catch her fish, with the simple fascination 
of her lazy smile, and the dreamy languor 
of her big southern eyes. 

Enroll was the last fish that had fallen 
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into her net — where he floundered hope- 
lessly and helplessly — and a sorry speci- 
men he was of her skill, after an engage- 
ment over which just four quarters of 
the moon had rolled. All his dash and in- 
souciance, all the gay hauteur, the debonair 
bearing that had distinguished him, had 
vanished. He was left, in fact, a melan- 
choly resemblance to a pulce plant, half 
human, half vegetable. He was a victim to 
-a professional beauty's caprice. His genuine 
devotion to his fair and imperious betrothed 
was but the perfume of a flower she could 
carelessly crush under her dainty foot. 
Yet his heart, or what in these days 
serves for a heart, was like the famous 
bean in old nursery lore. Hope had taken 
root in it, and grew so rapidly, that in 
the course of four weeks, it had raised 
quite a castle on the top ; but disappoint- 
ment, sour-visaged beldame, had come with 
her curtal axe already, and pretty nearly 
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hewn down beanstalk and edifice at one 
fell blow. 

Miss Eothes and Erroll, standing together 
on the flower-wreathed balcony, heeded 
Quita's proximity as little as though she 
were nothing, not even an unsightly speck 
on the face of the earth which they fancied 
had only been created as a stage for their 
mimic loves and disputes. 

And Quita was left quietly to contemplate, 
from her lonely window-sill, the tender 
glamour of the primrose sky, as it fell on 
ErrolTs fair head, while he gazed in a rapt 
sort of fashion on his last passion. 

The Queenscourt world was perfectly 
still. 

Mrs. Adair and Mrs. Eothes had 
vanished to their post-prandial siesta, 
leaving Quita sole guardian of the pro- 
prieties — a task on which Mrs. Adair, good 
simple soul, rigidly insisted, believing that 
the poor child, having only a great sisterly 
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affection for the inflammable Erroll, was an 
excellent substitute for a stock or a stone 
as far as seeing or hearing went, or in any 
way being a gSne on the two lovers — though 
her presence preserved the convenances in 
the eyes of the servants ! 

The deep red sunset gleamed through 
the foliage and blossoms that adorned the 
balcony, and fell in chequers of light and 
shade on the floor, and Erroll had undis- 
guised admiration written on his plastic 
features as he studied Miss Kothes* face, 
over which the evening heavens shed their 
radiant glow. 

" How beautiful you are, my darling ! " 
he murmured passionately. And he was 
right. 

No one, not even the most fastidious, 
could have gainsaid that, for Miss Eothes 
was beautiful — beautiful with her red 
gleaming teesses and big starry eyes and 
Aphrodite's form, as she stood close beside 

VOL. I. I 
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him, with all her silks and her laces, and 
a faint perfume of ylang-ylang that she 
always affected, mingling with the fragrance 
of mignonette and heliotrope that stole 
up from the gardens below. 

" Cannot you think of anything more 
original by way of remark ? Everyone 
tells me that!" she retorted, with con- 
summate conceit, her short upper lip 
curving a little as though she had a 
soul above flattery. 

But she was a specious deceit, a living 
lie, for all the while she knew she loved 
admiration with all her heart. It was 
meat and drink, hydrogen and oxygen, 
and she would surely have starved with- 
out it. 

" Maybe ; but no one feels it as I do ! " 
Enroll cried vehemently, very vehemently, 
with his fair Saxon face all ablaze. Then 
his countenance fell, and a deep shadow 
crept over his eyes, as she turned abruptly 
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from him with a visible shrug of her 
magnificent shoulders. 

She was certainly not given to be 
sceptical of any admiration avowed fbr 
her; but even if she had been, had she 
simulated the violet in modesty, or been 
obtuse as the idols who have eyes and see 
not, and ears and hear not, she could 
scarcely have doubted that the expression 
of admiration now was genuine as gospel 
truth, for baby's eyes might have read the 
passion that was patent on every feature 
of ErrolTs handsome face. 

The crimson shadow of the clouds deep- 
ened over the pair, and the brilliancy of 
the summer's sunset had pretty nearly all 
died out ; only just a faint tremulous light 
came, touching up the two heads with 
mellow warmth. 

"Darling, speak to me I Say something 
nice!" implored Erroll, in nineteenth- 
century phraseology, and in a voice in 

i 2 
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which trills, and tremors, and shakes 
predominated. 

He had lost his head more than his 
heart, and could no more control himself 
from littering sentimentalities than he 
could have thrust the feeling — sense- 
less and absurd, and slightly ephemeral, 
perhaps — out of his breast at the moment. 
He put out a hand — the Adair hand — beau- 
tifully white, and with long slender fingers 
and cameo nails, and let it settle timidly 
and softly as a butterfly on her cream- 
tinted sleeve. 

" What on earth am I to say ? " she asked 
indolently, half closing her broad white 
lids ; and, to an acute ear, there was just 
a weariness and coldness in her voice, and 
a little impatient gesture, as if his touch 
desecrated her silken sheen. 

But he was all astray. Passion had ren- 
dered him as blind as a mole. 

"Say! why say how much you love 
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me ! Say that I may have my wife 
soon ! " 

Even the glimmer of the fading light was 
dying now, so Quita strained her eyes. 
Through the dull aching pain at her heart 
she was conscious of a keen desire to see 
the strange idyl enacted and ended; an 
idyl with a heroine who was thoroughly 
flesh and blood ; a heroine with a splendid 
physique, and a remarkably material soul. 

Now, Miss Eothes was unromantic from 
the red-gold crown of her head to her feet, 
that were shod in black satin and seed 
pearls; so she opened her scarlet mouth 
into the form of a small oval, and her eyes 
dilated until they were as large and black 
as sloes. 

"Say, Circe, that in spite of your little 
capricious ways, your icy manner at times, 
that you love me, my darling! Say that 
you are true — as true as the love I bear 
you. And, Circe ! let me take you 
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just once — only once — into my arms and 
feel that you are really mine — my very 
own!" 

And with this he tried to draw her 
nearer to him, for he wanted to feel that 
it was a beautiful woman, living, breath- 
ing, and loving, that stood beside him, 
and not a lovely statue, hard, and cold, 
and unmovable, as she seemed just then. 

But Enroll might as well have clutched 
a rock to his heart, and it would have 
responded as warmly as his betrothed did 
at that moment. 

She was beautiful, with the beauty of 
a dozen Circes rolled into one. Some 
might have compared her to Cleopatra or 
Delilah or Messalina ; but to Quita she 
suggested always Jael, the wife of Heber 
the Kenite. 

" I can picture Jael in my mind's eye," 
murmured Quita to herself, "stately and 
gracious in bearing, with a smile cruelly 
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lovely mantling the scarlet mouth, while 
. with a steady, unflinching hand she drives 
the nail well in ! " 

The veins in ErrolTs temples stood out 
in little knotty chords,his blue eyes kindled, 
and on his cheeks two spots like live coals 
burned vividly. For the nonce all this was 
life and death to him. He had never been 
foiled in pursuit of a woman. Women, 
weak fluttering creatures, had bent and 
broken in his grasp, and yet this woman, 
who had pledged herself to marry him, 
stood by, her regal figure drawn to its 
fullest height, her -perfect face almost as 
impassive as if made in stone. '* 

Of course he never guessed that it was 
Queenscourt and the little place near Loch 
Lomond, the fat acres in Hampshire, all of 
which Mrs. Adair had enumerated with so 
much pride and complacency, that were 
going to win him his wife; 

The clear ivory tints • w6re such a mar- 
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vellous mask, and it would have required 
a shrewd eye to detect the thoughts that 
passed through her mind, or the schemes 
that filled her brain. 

In the dying light she looked like a 
sculptured Venus, but there was none of 
the passion Erroll craved to see on her 
faultless features, and only an intense 
languor. He noticed it even through the 
rose-coloured spectacles Cupid had slipped 
over his eyes, and he evidently suffered, for 
his face fell, and Quita noiselessly prepared 
to move from her seat. 

She had seen enough — the expression 
on his face hurt her very soul — but Miss 
Kothes' peculiar laugh, low, yet not har- 
monious, arrested her. 

Sharp and biting as a wintry blast, that 
laugh rang over the silent room, and even 
Erroll flinched from the sound as if it 
had been a whip-thong. 

" Do you often indulge in romantic talk 
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at this hour, or are your notions, tant 
soit peu, obsolete ? " asked Miss Kothes. 

" Obsolete ? " 

"Yes, obsolete, old-fashioned, antedilu- 
vian; it all means the same you know. 
Whoever believes in a grande passion now- 
adays ? And what do you see in my face 
to credit me with such a folly? Is it 
simply because, like a good many men, 
you have done me the honour to admire 
and want to marry me? I am not a bit 
vain, Erroll ; neither am I of an especially 
susceptible nature. I can like a man 
tolerably, without going crazy over him, 
and if you fancied that I was desperately 
and madly in love, I can only say, mon 
ami, that you possess more conceit and 
less perception than I gave you credit 
for ! " 

She said it all slowly and deliberately — 
her voice a little mocking, yet strangely 
monotonous, for the lack of real feeling to 
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give inflection to it — and she said it for 
a purpose. 

Erroll saw that the woman he had chosen 
was a coquette and heartless — ay, more 
than heartless — soulless. Yet he never 
dreamt of giving ilp belief and hope. 
How could he? When under the half 
light she stood, a picture,' a creature to 
allure, one of those women who are surely 
baits of the Devil. 

He staggered up quite feebly against 
the passion-flower wreathed pilaster, and 
gazed at Ms goddess, eyeing her aghast 
and breathlessly, while a swift pallor 
swept his usually bright tints, and his 
blue eyes burnt in his perplexity and 
vexation. 

" Fancied you loved me, Circe ! Of 
course I did ! Why, I could have staked 
all my hopes of heaven on it ; I pould 
have wagered my existence that you were 
true and good as gold; that you deserved 
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to be loved, worshipped with my whole 
heart ; that you were a girl a man would 
glory in having for his wife, his all ! But 
now — now I don't know what to think ! " 

He leant forward with flushed face, and 
grasped her hand, so white and delicate,, 
on the third finger of which sparkled a 
costly brilliant, set in massive gold claws.. 
It was the betrothal-ring he had put on 
himself to that finger just a month before, 
when he had run away with the notion 
that she was marrying him for pure loves 
sake. 

His grasp was evidently an ungentle 
one, for she winced and contracted her 
dark pencilled brows until they met ; but 
he was in no humour to heed her frown 
or her pain. So he held her firm and 
close. 

. Somehow, it never seemed to come into 
his head while he stood there, baulked, 
passion tossed, with burning cheeks and 
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eyes, that what he really wanted to hold 
her with were the flowery chains of willing 
affection, and not the iron hand of an un- 
willing captivity. 

As long as he held her, he did not feel 
altogether hopeless. 

" Circe ! you only said all that to 
tease me, of course ! but I am in no 
mood for joking or play to-night; so, 
for God's sake, try to be serious for a 
moment ! " 

He paused to take breath and gain heart. 
The French clock, representing the loves 
of Eomeo and Juliet, chimed nine. It 
was growing late — close on the hour when 
the Queenscourt folks took their pekoe, or 
mocha, in delicious little Kose du Barri 
cups. 

Miss Kothes perceptibly started when the 
chimes fell on her sea-shell tinted ear ; 
what a time she had wasted on one man, 
she thought, when — if Providence had 
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called her to another state in life — she 
might have been holding quite a mimic 
court of adoring vassals. 

In spite of the hour — the tender light 
— the shadowy passion-flowers — the t6te- 
&-t6te grew insufferably tedious, and she 
had a craving for her evening meal 

ErrolTs suffering and love were small in 
comparison to her little requirements, and 
did not touch her a whit more than a 
few drops . of rain touched a stone, and 
she shook off any feeling of commiseration 
for the uncomfortable state of excitement 
and annoyance he was evidently in, as 
easily as she would have brushed off a 
noisome little insect that crawled on her 
hand. 

" Nine o'clock ! " she murmured, barely 
suppressing a yawn. " Unless we are going 
to bivouac on the balcony all night, we 
had better defer our discussion upon love 
until to-morrow, eh, mem cher?" and she 
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made a move towards the window that 
led into the drawing-room. 

But by this time Erroll had worked 
himself into a desperate state; he was 
angry, his pride was hurt, he even doubted 
her love for him, and he was determined 
not to be treated as though he was not 
"Erroll Adair." 

He clutched hold of her skirts, heedless 
or else indifferent to the fact that his 
profane rough touch was injurious to one 
of Madame Elise's newest and most artistic 
creations. 

Miss Rothes, since her engagement, had 
given up bargains with the Duchess of 
Farthingale's few/me de charnbre, and had 
had her wardrobe replenished by Worth and 
Pingat and Elise. 

The marvellous bouillons of the cream- 
tinted silk were all rumpled and crumpled 
up in ErrolTs fingers ; but he arrived at his 
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goal — he detained his ladye-love nolens 
volens, and she knew that if she parted 
from him she would part from an exquisitely 
kilted flounce as well. 

" Stop ! This may be play to you ; but 
I swear it's death to me, Circe ! and tell 
me that you have been talking nonsense ; 
that you really care for me ; and Til let you 
go. If you don't Fll keep you here all 
night!" 

His good-looking fair face looked quite 
old and haggard in his wrath ; and he 
hung on to her skirt desperately, if it 
was only in the hope of a salve to his 
amour propre. 

Miss Kothes sent a covert pitiful glance 
towards her garment. Then suddenly she 
smiled up in his face a lazy, false, but 
bewildering smile. 

In that moment, Quita put Theophrastus 
down as a dolt, and confessed to herself 
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that Socrates was right when he said that 
" beauty was worth all the letters of recom- 
mendation in the world." 

Erroll succumbed at once to that smile. 
It took him fairly off his head again, and 
he forgot all Miss Eothes had said. The 
glimpse she had given him of woman nature 
faded out of his mind. He only remem- 
bered that he adored her, and that she 
smiled upon him! 

He released the poor crumpled-up bouil- 
lon, and strove to pull it quite reve- 
rentially into its normal inflated proportion, 
and he clasped the tips of the pretty slender 
fingers she held out graciously, and finally 
stooping from his goodly height, he im- 
printed two or three kisses on them. 

"Don't you know that one can't wear 
one's heart on one's sleeve for daws to 
peck at ? " asked Miss Eothes, sweetly and 
coquettishly. " Why do you torture your- 
self and me like this ? Of course I care for 
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you, else why should I marry you, mon 
cher?" and she sent a glance, a fleeting 
bewildering glance, towards him, that took 
his breath away. Then she moved off with 
the peculiar noiseless step of a serpent, and 
Erroll looked up at the sky. 

A myriad bright stars clustered thickly 
in the clear heavens, and by their light 
Quita could see that Love had him fast 
in its toils. Ay, his deep-blue eyes were 
as brimful of light as the constellations 
above him, and he sang a bit of Gounod's 
serenade softly: 

" Eiez ! riez ! ma "belle ! Riez ! riez ! toujours ! " 

"Playing Gooseberry, Miss Heathcote! 
Not a very agreeable or interesting rdle, 
I fancy," Miss Eothes murmured in a 
provoking voice, as she walked into the 
drawing-room. 

" Not agreeable, certainly, when one loses 
all respect for one's sex over it," answered 
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Quita quietly, looking her rival full in 
the face; and Miss Rothes read in that 
glance that war was declared between Miss 
Heathcote and hersel£ 

" Hateful girl ! " she muttered, as she 
passed up the stairs to administer a few 
artistic touches to her flashing tresses 
before tea-time. 

Quita escaped from her durance vile 
before her cousin left his starlit balcony, 
and in another moment was lying on a 
rustic bench in a shadowy part of the 
grounds. Her face was very pale, and 
large hot tears welled up into her eyes, 
but she impatiently dashed them away. 

" My poor Erroll ! She does not love 
him a bit!" she sighed. And the wind 
took the sigh up through the branches of 
the oaks and elms and silvery willows, 
and their leaves seemed to shiver mourn- 
fully at the sound. 



CHAPTER VII. 
fools' paradise. 

" I do confess thou'rt sweet, but find 
Thee such an unthrift of thy sweets, 
Thy favours are but like the wind 
That kisseth everything it meets. 
And since thou canst with more than one, 
Thou'rt worthy to be loved by none." 



Bolt upright, and with an utter disregard 
to the soft cushions that invited to ease 
and comfort, Enroll sat in the Queens- 
oourt library. 

Melancholy had marked him for her own. 

His deep-blue eyes — so like the summer 

aea — had that peculiarly vapid look in 
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their depths that eyes assume, as a rule, 
when the gaze is apt to become absorbed 
on some one particular speck in the 
carpet, or on the wall. The dSbonnaire- 
insouciant smile was gone — the dash and 
chic of the whole bearing were subdued. 
The evening before, there had been a 
" swell " gathering in Hampshire, at which 
the future mistress of Queenscourt had 
made her dSbut into the exclusive county 
society, and had much outraged the 
highly-respectable bucolic gentry, and ex- 
cessively dull and prudish matrons who 
assisted at the feast. 

Miss Eothes was a coquette pur sang, 
as has been said before, and her strong 
proclivities to coquetry had declared them- 
selves in spite of her newly-made en- 
gagement, and the quiet admonitory 
glances shot at her by Eothes mfere, 
who, in an elaborate scarlet-and-silver 
turban, surmounted with marabouts, and 



FOOLS' PARADISE. 133 

a sweeping violet brocade, did duty as 
chaperon. 

And Quentin Vereker, captain in the 
fastest regiment of K.D.G.'s, had had a 
good deal to answer for. 

" Erroll I " cried Quita, impetuously, with 
the frankness relationship warranted, and 
with her feelings at boiling-point. " What 
has come over you ? You are not a tenth 
part the man you were a month ago ! " 

It was a true verdict, and Erroll knew it. 

Love resistless and tyrannical had ren- 
dered him as meek as a lamb and as 
gentle as a dove. In lieu of resent- 
ing his cousin's remark with his normal 
hauteur, he simply answered by a sad and 
rather feeble smile, that came like a sickly 
gleam of wintry sunshine ; and Quita, 
suspecting that the smile was only put 
on to hide a quiver of the handsome lips, 
drew a chair and seated herself in close 
proximity to her suffering hero. 
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She had thrust all the dear old thoughts 
and hopes out of her chestnut head, and 
brought herself to survey the wreck of 
her former idol without outward trembling, 
though in secret her heart bled as she 
patted his hand, and whispered gently : 

" You are just like my brother, Erroll 
dear, and I cannot bear to see you so 
miserable, so unlike your old self." 

She dashed violently with the back of 
her little hand at her brown eyes, in which 
just one or two refractory tears had swelled 
up, and he gave another spasmodic attempt 
at a smile, while he took a long chestnut 
tress of hers and dragged it to its full 
lsigth* 

Qmta knew that the action was simply 
the result of absence of mind, so she bore 
the pain the beloved fingers inflicted 
without a sign, like a brave little martyr. 

"You are a good little thing, Quita, 
and I am really grateful for your sym- 
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pathy. I am rather miserable, but I — 
shall get over it — I suppose ! " Erroll 
avowed in a low gulpy sort of voice, as 
if he were manfully struggling with an 
obstreperous ball in his throat, while the 
milk-white lids of his deep-blue eyes, and 
the muscles round his handsome weak 
mouth, twitched. 

Quita eyed him pitifully, and with 
immense sympathy, as being, like herself^ 
an unhappy specimen of misplaced affection. 
Then she hastened to administer comfort as 
best she could. 

"Tell me all about it, Enroll," she 
whispered in a soft loving voice. 

"It" was a very small and indefinite 
mode of designating so imperial and 
imperious a being as Miss Circe Rothes. 
But Love — monopoliser of everything — 
comprehended at once, there being but 
one he, she, or it in Cupid's vocabulary. 

Erroll sighed profoundly. 
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Since Miss Eothes had succeeded in 
enslaving him with the fascination of her 
bewildering glance and her lazy smile, he 
had (metaphorically speaking) manifestly 
fallen at her feet in a helpless hopeless 
mass. 

For the space of full ten weeks she had 
amused herself by being alternately honey 
and gall. She had waxed hard and waxed 
soft; she had frozen his heart, or sent 
the mad blood coursing through his veins. 
She had never been the same for two 
consecutive days, and it was no wonder 
that he was sorely, very sorely tried. 

" She was such an unthrift of her sweets 
Her favour was but like the wind, 
That kisseth everything it meets." 

"You see, Quita, I cannot make her out 
at all ! " said Erroll, after a momentary 
silence, with a weary hopeless kind of 
look — just like that of a schoolboy when 
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arduously trying to solve a problem in 
Euclid. 

" Who could understand her ?" murmured 
Quita, in a low voice. 

To her — good as gold, honest as the 
day, true as steel, and loyal unto death 
—Miss Eothes was a sphinx, an impos- 
sible enigma, a beautiful human spider, 
whose sole occupation in life seemed to 
consist in weaving webs for mankind in 
general and Erroll in particular. 

" You know, Quita," he went on, feeling 
it a relief to his feelings to discourse, "at 
first I believed that she really cared for me ; 
that I was everything to her; and now I 
am simply nothing ! » he exclaimed passion- 
ately. " If I speak to her she snubs me ; 
if I look at her she turns away her head ; 
and then, Quita " 

He dropped his voice into a low mys- 
terious whisper, and pulled at the chestnut 
curl with all his strength. 
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" 1 am jealous already, so horribly 

jealous, that I feel at times as if I could 
kiU her!" 

Quita thought of Blue Beard, and shud- 
dered a little. What if Miss Eothes aggra- 
vated as much after marriage as she did 
before ? Quita was highly imaginative, and 
her blood curdled as in fancy she pictured 
Miss Rothes' dainty head decapitated, and 
Erroll expiating his horrible crime at the 
hands of Marwood. 

" Don't do it ! " she cried fervently, in the 
excitement of her feelings; then suddenly 
awaking to reality, she fondled her cousin's 
hands in pure satisfaction that the long 
patrician Adair fingers were unstained by 
human gore. 

Erroll had not heard the irrelevant 
ejaculation, or else he had not heeded it. 

He still sat bolt upright on the edge of 
his chair as if doing penance ; his brows 
were knitted together, and he passed his- 
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hand now and then furiously through his 
fair hair, until it assumed an unromantic 
likeness to a furze-bush or a mop — but 
what did that matter ? 

He had arrived at that feverish epoch 
of love, when only one woman in the whole 
world has eyes and nose and mouth. 

All others present a facial chaos to the 
absorbed gaze. 

"I wish I could hick him!" he muttered 
viciously, sending his foot against a velvet 
tabouret, in the vain imagination that his 
rival's shins were being molested. "I feel 
as if I could crush him ! " 

And he elongated the verb " crush " until 
it sounded quite portentous. 

" Who ? " asked Quita, frightened at his 
tone and gesture, and convinced that an 
old-fashioned bloody drama of love and 
jealousy and revenge was on the eve of 
enaction. 

" Who ? Who ? " shouted Erroll in quite 
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a maniacal voice. "Why, that cursed 
Vereker — that long-legged, long-backed 
puppy, who hung on to her skirts last 
night as if she did not belong to me. I'll 
teach him to poach on other men's manors. 
Ill show him that if a woman makes a 
fool of me, a man shan't do it. Ill marry 
her off hand, and then I'll shut her up 
anywhere to keep her out of mischief, 
out of the way of nods, and becks, and 
smiles, even if I shut her up in a mad- 
house ! " 

After this outbreak he collapsed into 
silence, either worn out with his wrath, 
or else ashamed of his weakness. 

Quita listened to it all silently, but with 
a sinking and aching heart. Jealousy of 
Miss Rothes had gnawed her soul in twain 
for many a day, and its ravages began again 
even now as she sat and hearkened to the 
delirium of love and ravings of anger that 
Jael had aroused in Erroll. 
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" I don't understand " she began, 

but he hastily interrupted her. 

" Of course you don't, my dear child ; 
if you were old enough to understand my 
feelings, it would be inexpressible com- 
fort," exclaimed Erroll, as though his 
new-born passion had lengthened his years 
into those of Mount Horeb. " You cannot 
understand how madly I love her, how 
I dote on her beautiful fair beauty, 
her exquisite eyes, till I feel that 
if " 

He paused and gulped down a girlish 
sob. 

"That if?" repeated Quita timidly, in 
her self-imposed office of consoler and 
sympathiser, but longing to run away all 
the time, anywhere out of the reach of his 
longings and lamentations. 

"That if she throws me over, it will 
break my heart ! " 

"God forbid!" ejaculated Quita. 
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It was terrible to see so much feeling, 
so much sincerity — rare articles in this 
world's market — wasted lavishly and 
vainly. 

"Pearls before swine," she muttered 
sotto voce, with intense disregard to the 
uncomplimentary comparison she was 
making to Miss Eothes; but even with 
her want of tact and ignorance of diplo- 
macy, she felt that she must keep her 
thoughts to herself; that sore and jealous 
as Erroll was, the very loyalty of his 
love would not allow him to listen 
meekly to any disparagement of his 
deity ; and yet she could not restrain 
herself from speaking at the risk of in- 
curring his displeasure. 

" Erroll," she said, in a deprecatory tone, 
" are you sure you have done wisely in 
placing all your happiness in Miss Eothes' 
hands ? Are you sure she is worth all tbe 
pain you are suffering ? She is very beau- 
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tiful ; but in spite of that she may be cold 
and heartless, and give you a stone when 
you wish for bread. Perhaps you are 
lavishing your love on a myth, and 
worshipping a creature of your own 
imagination." 

Quita had not lived long enough to be 
astute in all things, or she would have 
known that advice gratis is generally 
unappreciated. Erroll, instead of gushing 
over with gratitude for her trouble in 
pointing out the rocks and shoals ahead, 
the crumpled rose-leaves in the present, 
frowned at her as he had never frowned 
before, whilst his chiselled lips hotly took 
up the cudgels in defence of his maligned 
angel. 

" By Jove ! are not women alwayB 
ready to have a fling at one another," 
he cried, with more heat than elegance. 
" I might have guessed that with the 
shadow of a reason you would turn 
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spiteful to Circe, poor girl ! and run 
her down at twenty knots an hour. You 
are just like the rest of your sex, 
Quita," he added, with a little curl of his 
mouth. 

Quita answered nothing. A deep scarlet 
flush crept over her small white face, and 
her eyelids drooped to hide the drops of 
mortification under them. 

Heaven- knows that there had been no 
arridre pensfe in her remarks, and that she 
had only spoken for Erroll's good. But 
men are unreasonable creatures always, and 
when the glamour of a passion is on them, 
they might be wooden idols for the deafness 
and blindness they exhibit. Quita's silence 
aggravated him ; and there was also an 
inward consciousness in his breast that he 
was unjust and prejudiced, which did not 
improve his temper. 

" Is it Circe's fault, pray, if that 
fellow Vereker chose to stare at her? Is 
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it her fault that God has made her so 
lovely ? " 

So lovely ! 

Quita remembered Theophrastus. Beauty 
was a silent cheat, she felt sure ; but it was 
as much good to tell Erroll so as to impart 
the fact to the oaken table hard by. 

" I did not wish to say one word against 

Miss ," she began deprecatingly, when, 

before her sentence was finished, the great 
door opened slowly, and Miss Eothes 
entered. 

By the hot flush on her ivory skin, by 
the thunder on her brow, the lightning that 
flashed from her eyes, it was evident that 
she had been listening. 

Quita dropped hold of ErrolTs hand with 
a deep guilty blush, and trembled as if she 
had been caught in treason. Seizing a 
book, she retreated to the far end of the 
library, while Erroll in his nervousness 
stumbled over the velvet tabouret, and 
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td save his equilibrium clutched hold, in an 
undignified manner, of a tall black marble 
pillar, on which Ajax in bronze stood in a 
pugilistic attitude defying the lightning. 

" I have not an idea what you were 
talking about, Miss Heathcote," flashed the 
fair JiancSe, forgetful of the French proverb, 
Qui s' excuse $ } accuse ; " but whatever theme 
you were dilating on, your voice sounded 
more energetic than musical;" and Miss 
Rothes sneered, as she could sneer, and 
without growing plain in the act. Quita 
bit her nether lip hard to keep down her 
indignation at the tone and manner of the 
address ; but not being desirous of open 
warfare, she held her tongue and bent over 
her volume, though the pages danced before 
her eyes. 

Then Miss Rothes turned the vials of her 
wrath and spleen on her devoted vassal, 
jerking out her little stings until he felt as 
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if little bits of ice were trickling down his 
back. 

" I did not know you were here ; I 
merely came for a book, and having found 
it I beg to make my adieux." 

" And if you had known I was here I 
suppose you wouldn't have come ! " Erroll 
said passionately. 

" Perhaps not. I do not care to disturb 
cousinly confabs, especially when they are 
held in such very close quarters. One 
would have imagined I was interrupting a 
pair of lovers ! " she remarked maliciously, 
with a meaning look at the far end of the 
room, for she had long ago divined where 
Quita's heart had taken up its resting-place. 

Erroll looked at her reproachfully, ten- 
derly, beseechingly ; but the glance she 
gave him in return was cold and stony. 
She sat herself down on the sofa in a 

dignified manner, with her neutral-tinted 
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diaphanous draperies falling round her ; 
and Erroll, head over ears in love, forgot all 
the catalogue of grievances he had been 
recounting to Quita half-an-hour before, and 
devoured every feature of her face, feeding 
greedily and copiously on a fell poison, 
which would assuredly do away in the end 
with any good opinion he held of women. * 

"Why did you behave so strangely last 
evening, Circe?" he asked in a whisper; 
and his voice, losing all asperity, grew soft 
and pleading. "You would not speak to 
me when I had waited so long in the 
vestibule to say € Good-night ; ' you swept 
by without a word or a look. You are 
horribly cruel at times ! " 

"Am I? Like the bears and lions, it is 
my nature too, I suppose," she answered 
flippantly. 

Quita's blood boiled as she heard, for the 
dignity of the Adairs was invaded ; and she 
hoped that Erroll's sense of self-respect 
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would make him put Miss Rothes down to 
her proper level. 

She did not know to what abject depths 
passion reduces mankind. 

Erroll stood, not defiant and erect, but 
with a queer little deprecatory stoop, his 
fine eyes lifted up supinely, his white aris- 
tocratic hauds twisting nervously with his 
pocket-handkerchief. 

He looked as if he had no stamina left 
to throw off the yoke he wore; and he 
waxed meeker as his empress waxed loftier 
in her manner and doubly superb in her 
contempt. 

" But I must say you are the most exi- 
geant person I have ever met. I did not 
know that your notions about women were 
absolutely like a Turk's," she said, in a 
grandiose style, which was leavened with 
insolence. 

" Exigeant ! " cried he in surprise; "is 
it exigeaut of a man to expect the girl 
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he is about to marry to be somewhat 
circumspect in her manner and speech to 
other men ? Circe ! you positively flouted 
your fancy for that idiot Vereker in my 
face ! " 

"He is awfully handsome 1" she mur- 
mured slowly and dreamily, half closing 
her milk - white lids in a languorous 
fashion. 

" Confound his beauty/' flashed Erroll, 
"what has his beauty to do with you? 
Your flirtation last evening set all those 
hateful women chattering like magpies. I 
insist on your changing your manner if we 
are to be man and wife." 

She had gone too far, and she knew it 
was full time to pull in her paces a little. 

"You jealous, darling! And do you 
believe that I can think any man handsome 
when you are in the room ? " she said 
softly, putting out a hand timidly towards 
him. 
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In a moment ErrolTs lips were pressed 
frantically to the five fingers which his 
own lavish generosity had enriched with 
costly gems, and his features worked with 
agitation. 

Miss Rothes did not attempt to draw 
away her hand ; the fond and lingering 
pressure of the man's quivering mouth 
was a delicious incense to her vanity, and 
evidence of her power over him. But 
yet her black eyes looked out with the 
chill of an autumnal noon, and in spite 
of the kisses, her cheek retained its 
normal ivory pallor. 

"But, Erroll! such quarrels destroy 
love, you know. Spare me the fuss of 
last night, I beg of you. What were 
eyes given me for if I dare not look 
at anyone ? What on earth is the advan- 
tage of being tolerably good-looking, if 
one must not be admired ? Jealousy is 
an awful thing, and so tiresome ! " 
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She rose slowly, trailing her long skirts 
after her, and a red rose she wore in her 
bosom fell to the ground. Erroll covertly 
and quickly snatched it up and thrust 
it into his breast. To him, the subtle 
fragrance of that flower was far more 
precious than frankincense or myrrh, or 
all the dainty gums of Araby rolled up 
into one. He followed in her wake, but 
only to be, like a spaniel, kicked once 
more. 

"Don't play with my feelings as you 
do, Circe! Don't go on torturing me 
by doubts and fears," he pleaded hard. 
"But if you don't care for me, tell me 
so; it would be kinder of you." 

Better to sink beneath the shock 
Than moulder piecemeal on the rock, 

said Byron; but Miss Rothes evidently 
leant towards the process of the rock; so 
she only answered his entreaties with a 
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little yawn, which she barely tried to 
conceal. 

"Tut, tut! All men's fate is to love 
and suffer ! " she replied, with a laugh. 

It was a low, cruel, cachinnatory sound, 
that had neither melody nor soul in it, 
and it jarred even on ErrolTs partial ears. 

"Ah, my darling, I do suffer! I 
suffered last evening more than I have 
suffered in my life. But I will forgive 
all your past peccadilloes if you will give 
me one loving kiss, like you did the " 

" Hush ! " 

Enroll, in the overpowering excitement of 
his feelings and in the bewildering memory 
of a past bliss, had forgotten for a moment 
the reticence of a true gentleman ; and 
Miss Rothes strongly objected to any 
weakness she had displayed being known 
by the prudish, whey-faced young person 
who sat demurely studying Carlyle on 
Hero-worship. But the task of guarding 
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proprieties was by no means to Quita's 
liking ; she hated it. It was agony to her 
to sit and hear the feverish protestation of 
Enroll, to mark the capricious moods of his 
bride-elect. Yet, in obedience to Mrs. Adair's 
wishes, expressed gently and never enforced, 
the poor child kept her post, with the 
pleasing conviction that most times her 
presence was a gSne and a nuisance, and 
oftener — still more humiliating thought — 
her presence was utterly forgotten. 




CHAPTER VIII. 

CAPTAIN VEREKER. 

With fingers taper and slim, 

With eyes that looked up at a man, 
A lady sat in a ball-room dress 

Twirling her elegant fan. 
False — false — false — 

Though a loving heart be hurt. 

Flirt ! flirt ! flirt ! 

Whilst she turns around the room, 
And flirt ! flirt ! flirt ! 

In the alcove's pleasant gloom, 
It's oh ! to be a girl 

Who slaves for her scanty pay, 
Whose heart is true to some vulgar churl, 

If this is a lady's way. 

Flirt ! flirt ! flirt ! 

Till the night is merged in morn ; 
Flirt ! flirt ! flirt 1 

Till the frame is faint and worn. 
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Smile, and whisper, and glance, 

Glance, and whisper, and smile, 
Till her part is played and she leaves the room 

To dream, we hope, of her guile." 

In appearance Captain Vereker — " that long- 
legged, long-backed puppy, " as Erroll had 
contemptuously apostrophised him — was 
quite a law unto himself. It would be an 
arduous task to photograph him in the few 
scanty words that custom allows in fiction, 
but the attempt must be made, for to leave 
that appearance to conjecture would be to 
do it a grievous injustice. He was tall, 
with stalwart shoulders, and a waist that 
was slender for a man, and his figure had 
certain signs of muscular strength that a 
practised eye could recognise at once. 

There was an elegance, a thorough-bred 
look about him, that rendered him a marked 
individual in any assemblage ; and his won- 
derfully picturesque face did him right good 
service as a passport in whatever society it 
pleased him to go. 
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A singularly handsome face it was, and a 
fascinating one too, for those to whom it 
appealed; with its beauty of clear olive 
complexion, aquiline features, hair dark and 
glossy as a pheasant's wing, eyebrows pen- 
cilled like a Circassian's, and large dark 
eyes of a velvety softness, that none could 
mistake for gentleness. 

Yet not in the least a face that could be 
called effeminate, or even approaching there- 
to. On the contrary, men felt on looking 
at it that its owner was not one to be trifled 
with; that the keen, fearless, determined 
physiognomy indicated a nature perfectly 
ready to meet any emergencies, and not 
likely to regard anything as an obstacle if 
there was a desired end. 

Not altogether, nor always, a pleasant 
face, by any means ; but a face with a force 
about it that none could deny, and a face 
that was sometimes very difficult to resist. 
Such was Quentin Vereker, Captain in the 
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King's Dragoon Guards, and owner of The 
Abbey, a place in close proximity to 
Queenscourt, and almost as palatial a 
residence. 

To him women were but instruments to 
a desired goal, or toys to amuse for the 
hour — foolish, fluttering, pretty butterflies, 
on whom he looked with a soupgon of 
contempt, and whom he carelessly crushed 
in his grasp. 

Clever and self-sufficient, feminine brains 
were beneath his notice, feminine minds 
unworthy of deciphering. So many fair 
women had laid the treasures of their heart 
at his feet, that at last he had learnt to look 
on women's hearts as very easy of conquest 
and not especially valuable in possession. 

Still Quentin Vereker loved to win them 
in a quiet subtle way that was no trouble 
to him, and sometimes as amusement pour 
passer le temps. 

He and Miss Rothes, though they had 
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lived in the same neighbourhood for many 
months, had never been acquainted until 
the night of her dSbut as a fiancee at the 
pompous county feast, and in a few 
moments the pair, both flirts to the back- 
bone, had arrived at an intimacy of 
weeks. 

They made a pretty sort of Faust and 
Marguerite tableau enough as they sat 
together in the embrasure of a window 
at Queenscourt, where Quentin Vereker had 
been invited to dinner by Enroll, out of pure 
bravado of spirit. The two were ensconced 
in half-shadow, with the soft night full of 
glittering stars and silent flowers in the 
background, and filmy lace curtains par- 
tially screening them in front from vulgar 
eyes; so that ErrolTs jealous wandering 
glances were scarcely to be wondered at. 

Miss Bothes* demeanour was certainly 
flagrant after the stormy t6te-d-t$te in the 
library, and it would be hard to picture 
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a more wrathful countenance than the man 
she was engaged to, wore. A dark red 
flush suffused his fair skin, and his knitted 
brows and compressed lips bore such 
unequivocal signs of vexation of spirit, 
that Quita grew hot and cold watching 
him. 

"Do give me a cup of coffee, Erroll," she 
said, going up to him at last, with a hope 
of distracting his attention from the tableau 
vivant at the window. And Erroll handed 
it to her, carefully adding the quantities 
of cream and sugar she liked, but never 
quitting a covert glance at the man and 
woman who were making a fool and 
a laughing-stock of him. 

Miss Kothes was transcendent that night 
— a symphony in eau de nil, with the 
weird fire of exquisite opals burning at her 
fair throat, and a pure white water-lily 
drooping in her warm tresses. She looked 
like Venus or Calypso, or a beautiful nymph, 
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with her filmy robes billowing like sea- 
foam round her. 

" Strange that we have only known each 
other by sight," Captain Vereker was say- 
ing. " I believe you hardly even knew my 
name." 

" Oh yes I did. It is the name I like 
best in the world," Miss Rothes answered 
quickly. 

" It is not a bad sort of name, and per- 
haps not so plebeian as Smith or Brown ; 
but what's in a name ? 'A rose would smell 
as sweet.' You know the rest," he said 
conceitedly. "But why do you like the 
name so much?" 

" Ah, why ! " And a faint rosy flush 
surged over her lovely skin, and a strange 
light kindled in her sleepy eyes. " Because 
— because " 

She stopped suddenly, recollected herself, 
and blushed deeply. Miss Rothes had a 
secret, but she did not purpose revealing it. 

VOL. L M 
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Quentin Vereker glanced at her covertly. 
Wh§,t a fine woman she was, but coquette 
to the backbone. 

"When Greek meets Greek, then comes 
the tug of war," he thought, with a little 
smile lurking under his silky moustache. 

"And so you are only here for a few 
days, and don't know when you will 
return ?" she said after a moment, with a 
decided cloud on her fair brow, and a 
feeling of dissatisfaction in her breast. 
Her vanity was hurt, that the new man 
could go away so quickly from her fetters. 

"Yes," murmured he softly, while his 
tawny eyes fell meaningly on hers; "but 
when duty calls, one must obey. Do you 
remember the old song: 

" I could not love thee, dear, so much, 
Did I not love honour more " ? 

But Miss Rothes was not in a frame 
of mind to be amiable. 
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" I don't recollect the song, and I know 
nothing about love," she replied sullenly. 

" You know nothing about love!" Captain 
Vereker repeated after her, verbatim, like a 
poll-parrot. "How delicious it would be 
to teach you I May I try ? " 

"What for? That I may mope here 
while you are keeping your hand in at 
York ! " 

" I wish I could take you with me," 
he whispered audaciously ; and Erroll 
Adair's betrothed, instead of rebuking 
him, coloured, and let her flirting heart 
flutter a little at the words. 

Quentin had conjugated the verb "Amor" 
in all its tenses, and a ghost of a smile 
crossed his mouth as he noted the well- 
known signs of perturbation. 

She was so pretty, that he felt quite a 
zest in the old, old, almost worn-out game. 

"Will you be sorry when I go, Miss 

Rothes ?" he asked, in a low pleading voice, 

m 2 
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that was toned down to the proper degree 
of sentiment and pathos. 

She lifted up to him a pair of eyes, 
large and dark, lazy and liquid. 

What those eyes said, he understood 
fully, and so did Enroll, who caught the 
glance. 

Furious, almost swaying in his gait, he 
marched across the room, and stood before 
her. 

His face was white, and stern, and set, 
and his deep-blue eyes burnt like live coals. 

" My mother would like you to sing, 
Circe ; take my arm ! " he said impe- 
riously, and Miss Kothes obeyed, with a 
little shrug of her magnificent shoulders ; 
but she had a parting word for the new 
flame. 

"Keep these until I have done my 
duty ! " she murmured, with a sweet smile, 
and she threw her bouquet of white azaleas 
and fragrant daphne towards him ; but 
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Erroll was too quick. He was mad too — 
mad with rage and jealousy, and catching 
the flowers on their way, he flung them 
into a Sevres basket hard by without a 
word; then he mounted guard over his 
future wife at the grand piano. She turned 
over the leaves of the music-book petulantly 
— then she paused. 

"I'll sing this," she exclaimed, with a 
defiant look at Erroll: , 

" Love not ! Love not ! 
The thing you love may change. 

The rosy lip may cease to smile on you ; 
The kindly beaming eye grow cold and strange ; 
The heart still warmly beat — yet not for you. . 
Love not ! Love not ! " 

When the song was over, Erroll never 
quitted her for the remainder of the evening, 
so that her adieux to Captain Vereker were 
confined, nolens volens, to mere conventional 
words and looks. 

She had been staying at Queenscourt for 
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some days, and when the last of the 
dinner guests left, she made a move 
towards the door, but Erroll was determined 
now. 

" Good-night, mother ; good-night, Quita," 
he said, in as calm a voice as he could 
muster up. "Stay, Circe, a moment. 
I have a little matter to talk over with 
you." 

She glanced at the clock. 

'" Nearly midnight, and I am half asleep. 
Won't the little matter keep till to- 
morrow ? " she questioned languidly. 

"No; we must discuss it before we 
sleep ! " he replied almost roughly. 

And once more Miss Kothes shrugged 
her white shoulders, and resigned herself 
with a weary sigh to the arms of a 
comfortable lounge. 

So a man and a woman were face to 
face, to fight d outrance — a man and a 
woman most unequally matched, for the 
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man had, or fancied he had, staked all 
his heart and soul on his success, and the 
woman had staked nothing ! 

" I wish to speak to you, Circe ; I 
must ! You bade me hold my peace the 
other day, and I obeyed you ; you told me to 
be patient, and I have tried ; but I cannot 
do so any longer. I cannot bear the slights, 
the indignities, you choose to put upon me. 
I cannot, and I— will not ! " 

And Erroll, pacing up and down the 
drawing-room, paused in his speech, not for 
want of words or grievances, but simply 
because he was a very craven in the 
presence of the woman he believed lie 
adored, and whom he feared to offend. 

Miss Kothes — with her eau de nil dra- 
peries, her drooping white lily, the opals 
burning at her throat — leant carelessly back 
among her velvet eider-down cushions, and, 
lazily fanning herself, watched her irate 
lover with a half-smile on her full red lips ; 
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and, as she fanned herself, the loose sleeves 
fell back, revealing her white rounded arms, 
like exquisite bits of porcelain, with thick 
massive coils of gold gleaming upon them, 
like the rich manacles of an Eastern satrap's 
love, 

" Poor fellow ! is he so ill-used then ? 
Come and tell me all about it," she said 
affectedly, with a little mocking laugh. 

Erroll stopped short in his promenade 
up and down the room, and turning angrily 
upon her, spoke with unwonted firmness. 

"I will tell you all about it. I have 
kept you here for that purpose — to tell 
you that I am not satisfied with your 
treatment of me, and that I will bear it 
no longer. You have led me on, Circe, 
little by little, to love you absurdly, 
slavishly, so ridiculously that you have 
made me a very baby in your hands. 
You think me a fool, whom you can 
caress one day and insult the next. When 
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I complain, you laugh at me, and tell me 
not to be jealous. I have tried to believe 
in you, trust in you — I have tried to 
think you could not be deceiving me — God 
knows how I have tried! — but I cannot." 

"Eh puis?" she said slowly, with a 
slight elevation of her pencilled brows, 
and still monotonously waving her fan of 
peacocks' feathers, that had a row of hard 
yellow eyes upon it that seemed to stare 
at Enroll in a weird uncanny sort of 
fashion. 

" Good God ! " he exclaimed, glaring 
down on her, "are you a woman or a 
devil, that you mock at me and torture 
me until you drive me mad?" 

" Please don't be* violent, it is so warm ! " 
she answered, in a quiet plaintive tone, 
never flinching from the passionate face 
so close to her own — not even opening her 
half-closed lids. 

There was a momentary dead silence, in 
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which the fall of a pin might have been 
heard. Then Enroll spoke very quietly too, 
but with a harsh cold ring in his voice, 
that might have warned her that she was 
driving him to the extreme limits of 
endurance. 

"I want a plain answer to a plain 
question. Circe, do you love me ? " 

She fixed her sleepy black eyes upon 
him, smiling a little, as if it were not 
possible to repress her amusement. 

"And if I say Yes?" 

"Then I shall insist on your marrying 
me at once, so that I may have a legitimate 
right to protect you, and to prevent your 
name from being sullied by association with 
other men." 

u And if I say No?" 

" What ? " 

" And if I say No ? " she repeated, drop- 
ping her words slowly and deliberately. 

"Then, oh then, I shall pour on you 
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the bitterest curse that ever woman listened 
to! Then, oh Heaven!— I think 'I shall 
understand how men become murderers — 
how, in one moment of insane blinding 
passion, they grow oblivious of everything, 
and have no mercy, no pity — I think I shall 
hill you ! " 

Miss Rothes laughed out. 

Nerves were inconvenient things that 
never troubled her. In the splendour and 
insouciance of her superb physique she would 
have faced a man far more to be feared 
than weak, passion-tossed, fair-haired ErrolL 

" Good gracious I how you rave. You 
don't do it badly, considering you are a 
country gentleman ; but they do it better on 
the stage, where raving is business and not 
amusement. Suppose you sit down some- 
where, like a rational being, instead of 
tramping up and down like a wild beast, 
and ranting like a Hamlet, and let us talk 
comfortably and quietly — that is, if you 
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must talk ; for my part I would rather go 
to bed and sleep." 

" Curse sleep ! " 

"That isn't polite or refined; I don't 
allow anyone to say such words in my 
presence ; and you say words very often 
that are not polite. It is very bad form, 
mon cher, to rave and storm." 

" Will you kindly talk sense ? When 
you have given a plain answer to my 
question you can go to bed." 

Then Enroll, changing his mood, dropped 
down by her side on his knees, and pressed 
his hot lips to her cool white hands. 

" Oh Circe, my beautiful love ! Tell 
me you have not been deceiving me. 
Tell me you care for me just a little. 
I do not ask you to love me as I love 
you. It is such torture, such madness. 
But only say that you mean to be true 
to me, and to marry me soon, and I 
shall be content." 
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"What, even without binding me down 
to leading a dull respectable life ? Erroll, 
listen ! It would have been better for 
you, and perhaps better for me, if you 
had not forced me to speak. I would 
rather not have spoken." 

She paused, while Erroll still knelt by 
her, his face hidden in his hands. 

" When you asked me to marry you, I 
told you I was a flirt, that flirting was 
in me, and nothing would alter me. I 
told you that I had no intention of settling 
down in this great dull house, and play- 
ing Lady Bountiful, or passing my days 
in looking after the cook, and doing crewel 
work." 

" You told me " 

" Hush ! " she interrupted ; " I told you 
that while I was fairly and tolerably good 
looking, I should want plenty of amuse- 
ment, and plenty of admiration. I even 
w;ent through a catalogue of my wants, 
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and you said they were never-ending. 
Later on, perhaps, when I am older and 
uglier, I may give up frivolity and want 
what other women seem to want — love 
and domestic bliss — and then " 

She stopped again, and her lazy eyes, 
looking into the distance, seemed to have 
wandered far away into some dreamy vision 
of the future. In that moment, it was 
not Erroll Adair who filled her soul with 
a yearning after love and domestic bliss. 

Erroll, hanging on her words as if they 
were life or death, uttered an impatient 
exclamation. 

"And I am to go on like this, I am 
to be for ever content with vague, meaning- 
less promises of a time which may never 
come ! " 

" Promises ! I made none — I never made 
them. Tou are quite free to act as you 
think fit. You may love me or let me 
go, just as it pleases you," she said, with 
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the true diplomacy of a thorough-paced 
coquette, knowing that her very indifference 
and carelessness but riveted more firmly the 
chains she did not herself desire to break, 
for interested reasons. 

"By Jove, this is too much !" he cried, 
springing to his feet, and recommencing 
his rapid constitutional up and down the 
room. His eyes were all aflame, and two 
vivid spots were on his cheeks. "You 
will marry some other man after ail- 
perhaps that idiot, Quentin Vereker — and 
then you will tell me you have not deceived 
me ! You will destroy my whole life — 
every hope I have of happiness— and then 
you will tell me quietly you have done 
me no wrong, Circe ! " 

He seized her hands and hurt her arm. 
She winced from him ; but he was past 
gentleness at the moment. 

"You have taken care not to commit 
yourself by any profession of devotion or 
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promise of constancy perhaps ; but can you 
swear to me that by intention or design you 
have not led me to believe — as surely as I 
believe in anything in heaven or of earth — 
that you loved me and would be my wife ? 
Will you swear to me " 

"Erroll! I won't have another word!" 
She .flashed imperiously, her sleepy eyes 
kindling, her peacock-fan vibrating quickly, 
a lovely flush, like warm southern roses, 
rising on her soft cheeks. " If you choose 
to take me as I am, you can ; but if you 
want a paragon of goodness and discretion 
— a creature with blood like water, an : 
automaton, whose every action is to be 
ruled by your will — look elsewhere." 

Miss Kothes sank back languidly amongst 
her heap of cushions, as though her outburst 
had exhausted her ; and Erroll stood erect, 
his face white as death, his weak mouth 
working nervously. 

"You think you have enslaved me to 
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such an extent that I cannot let you go out 
of my life," he said slowly ; " but do not be 
too sure. And once we part — really and 
truly part — it will be a very long day 
before you look on my face again. Good- 
night ! " 

He walked towards the door quietly, 
looking half-stunned and bewildered, as 
if he had received a blow. 

She watched him stealthily, and when 
his hand was fairly on the handle, and 
she saw he was really going without an- 
other word or backward glance, she softly 
murmured : 

" Darling ! " 

It was enough. In an instant he was 
by her side, kneeling once more at her 
pearl-and-satin shodden feet ; uttering 
frantic half-articulate expressions of pas- 
sionate love ; reproaching himself for having 
doubted her; and begging of her to for- 
give him, whilst he was scarcely able to 
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keep back the tears from his deep-blue 
eyes. 

For one moment her hand, glittering with 
the costly gems he had given her, rested 
carelessly on his fair hair. 

"You foolish fellow, why did you wish 
to quarrel with me ? " she asked reproach- 
fully. 

"I will never quarrel with you, if you 
will say that you love me with all your 
heart and soul, Circe ! " 

She bent down her lovely head, and 
whispered something that brought a radiant 
smile to his handsome face, that looked 
adoringly into her own. 

* 

"Flirt! Flirt! Flirt! 
Till the night is merged in morn. 

Flirt ! Flirt ! Flirt ! 
Till the frame is faint and worn. 
Smile and whisper and glance — 
Glance and whisper and smile, 
Till her part is played, and she leaves the man 
To awaken we hope to her guile." 
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But Enroll recked nothing of all that ; 
his last effort after a new state of things 
had been as unsuccessful as his former ones. 
Still he was happy, for he was once more 
in the toils; and it was ooly when he 
reached his own room, away from the 
glamour of her presence, that he thought 
more calmly of what had passed. And 
though the little secret whisper still 
lingered softly on his ear, though the 
exquisite face still rose up vividly before 
his mind's eye, he was forced to confess 
that he was no nearer the object he desired 
than he had been before. His blind belief 
in his goddess was fading fast. Doubts 
were forced on him, and he could not help 
seeing how willing she was to sacrifice his 
feelings to her caprices and flirtations — how 
vain she was, and unscrupulous ; and seeing 
her in that light, he began to realise fully 
the small hold he had on her heart. 

Alternate fluctuations of hope and jea- 
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lousy had begun already to tell on him. 
The feverish uncertainty worried him ; and 
his temper, always variable, was now more 
so than ever. At one moment he was pos- 
sessed by a wild gaiety, the next by a 
moody gravity. 

Quita looked on sorrowfully at the havoc 
Miss Rothes had made in a few weeks. 
Erroll lost a good deal of his dignity, and 
grew quite small, under his bride-elect's im- 
perious rule; and even his beauty seemed 
dimmed by the influence of the varying 
passions that this engagement had brought 
in its train. Compassion for him, plenty 
of it, was in Quita's soul, united to an 
intense antipathy to the worker of all the 
woe. But it was trying to a woman to see 
the man she had elevated into a king 
amongst his kind, turned into a football 
for another woman; and somehow Quita 
began to be a little desillusionfe. 




CHAPTER IX. 

PLAYING AT LOVE. 

"How doth the little busy bee 

Improve each shining hour, 

And gather honey all the day 

From every opening flower." 

Apparently regimental orders at York were 
not very stringent, for Quentin Vereker 
continued to delay a little longer for 
further dalliance with that fair coquette, 
Miss Rothes. 

But Quentin Vereker was a match for 
her even. He was a wary moth, and there 
was not much fear of his singeing his wings 
near the most brilliant of lights. 
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Miss Rothes' visit to her future mother- 
in-law having expired, she had, rejoicing 
secretly in her heart, returned to Eglantine 
Villa. Queenscourt, with all its pomp and 
its prudery, suffocated her. She was an 
ambitious woman, and held to the good 
things of the world as closely as limpets 
to a rock ; but in her inmost soul she would 
have enjoyed wealth doubly could she have 
spent it in Bohemia. She had been brought 
up in unwholesome locales, and had there 
gathered and garnered up her notions of 
life, and its thousand joys and thousand 
miseries. Her ideas of sympathy were queer 
and bizarre like herself, with a strong 
vein of democracy running through all. 
Champagne in an impromptu outing was 
nectar of the gods to her excitable tempera- 
ment ; but in a palace, whose customs jarred 
on her, wearied her, and controlled her, 
she did not care for it. There was none 
of the freshness of youth, none of the 
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nature of most girls about her. And, 
after all, it was not to be wondered at, 
for she had seen life as it is, without 
an atom of glamour, from the hour that 
she had learnt to understand or reason. 

"Marry a rich man if you can" 
That had been the one maternal in- 
junction year after year, and it was no 
marvel that the injunction had grown 
up with her, until its completion had 
become part and parcel of herself. 

The pied-d-tewe in which the old naval 
captain had died had been kept on by 
his widow, because it was cheap. 

That it was nasty was another con- 
sideration that did not disturb her, for 
Mrs. Kothes was essentially a woman 
lacking refinement of taste or exalted 
ideas of any kind. 

Poor soul ! she looked as if she had 
been bleached and mangled and thoroughly 
washed out, with her gray hair and 
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grayish face, and her gray garments to 
match, which she wore still as outward 
and visible signs of affliction in a miti- 
gated form ; and she was too much of a 
nonentity altogether to interfere in any 
way with whatever her august daughter 
willed to do, or whoever she willed to see. 

Otherwise she would have strongly ad- 
vised her to land the glittering fish she 
had hooked safely, before she went angling 
about in fresh waters. 

Eglantine Villa was a square red-brick 
edifice, obtrusively cockney in its intensi- 
fied red tint and green palings, putting one 
in mind of a leviathan macaw. 

The furniture was of the red reps and 
spindly-legged type that belongs to fur- 
nished lodgings, except in one room, and 
that room was devoted to the ruling spirit 
of the manage and her especial visitors. 

Miss Rothes had 9 run across Captain 
Vereker in the outskirts of Ashfold-ap- 
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Zouche, down in a flowery lane, all screened 
by hedges and trees from the profane gaze 
of passers-by, and where he was apparently 
loitering either by accident or design ; and 
she had arranged that he should be one of 
the especial visitors at seven p.m., the hour 
when Queenscourt dined by clockwork, and 
when Erroll, unless prevented by serious 
business, never deserted his mother. 

That she was injuring her betrothed by 
the arrangement she did not pause to 
question. Quentin Vereker was an excep- 
tionally good-looking man, and an hour 
passed in his society was far more pleasant 
to look forward to than her own society or 
her mother's. 

The so-called boudoir, in which punctually 
at the time named Quentin found himself, 
surprised him a little after the cursory survey 
he had taken of the villa from the high 
road, and yet it was a room he might have 
expected to see, for it was eminently cha- 
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racteristic of the calibre of the woman he 
had promised to visit — an apartment of 
modest dimensions, extremely brilliant and 
luxurious, on a coup d'ceil, but with the 
brilliancy and luxury exceedingly overdone. 

The gleaming hues of the sweeping dra- 
peries, all amber and azure ; the little buhl, 
and ormolu, and marqueterie cabinets ; the 
blue carpet, profusely powdered with golden 
bees ; the pastille-perfumed atmosphere, 
pleasant, yet oppressive ; the grotesque 
medley of bric-&-brac, some good, but spoilt 
with surrounding trash ; everything was 
redolent of Miss Rothes herself. 

Lovely, striking, bizarre, meretricious, 
and false ! 

Piled up in eastern fashion, cushions of 
scarlet velvet (cotton-backed) invited to 
sybaritical repose; a subdued light fell 
through tinted sunblinds, modulated to a 
turn by a true artistic hand, for the languor 
of snowy- lidded lazy eyes ; a lamp with a 
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rose-stained shade shed a warm glow on a 
lovely statuette of a Magdalen ; a fan, 
painted in clusters of heart's-ease, sur- 
mounted by a lover's knot ; a pretty little 
teacup half full of chocolate ; a volume of 
Balzac's latest romance ; and a handkerchief, 
bordered with a cunning imitation of rare 
Mechlin, and scented strongly with ylang- 
ylang, lay all in a careless heap. 

Quentin took a glance all round and 
laughed. 

He was too much of a Jldneur about 
town to be caught by the gewgaws and 
the glitter, and the absolute pretension of 
italL 

" One might fancy oneself To To—chez 
Ta Ta almost ! " he murmured, with a sneer, 
but the sneer died away as the door softly 
opened and Miss Eothes walked in. 

Looking at her, he confessed to himself 
that her beauty was a thing to wonder at — 
a revelation. If she had struck him at the 
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dinners and dances, where they had lately 
met, as by far the prettiest woman he had 
ever looked upon in his far and wide 
peregrinations in London, and Paris, and 
Vienna, she struck him as infinitely more 
beautiful now. 

" You have come ! " she exclaimed in 
childish accents, and a voice that was 
music's own, as she extended her hand. 
" So good of you to come at all. I really 
hardly expected you." 

The words were commonplace enough ; 
but nothing could be farther removed from 
commonplace than the speaker or her 
manner. Of the latter, no adequate im- 
pression could be given — the most subtle 
flattery, welcome, pleasure, all commingled 
in the half-tender wholly-sweet vibration 
of the voice. 

And she looked at him with her 
wonderful eyes. 

Fatal eyes they were — jet black, with a 
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velvet softness that melted until the pupil 
was almost lost in its dilating lustre. Two 
ebon arches marked the perfect brow, and 
from the shadow of the eyes and lashes the 
white face was defined with dazzling effect. 
There was not an atom of pallor in the 
creamy skin, but it had all the transparency 
which painters seek and worship. In that 
it was suggestive of a magnolia petal laid on 
a rose leaf ; and the mouth was scarlet and 
full. 

Miss Kothes' figure was tall and slight, 
all curves and roundness ; yet when it was 
drawn to its full height it was imperial. 

It showed nothing imperial then, how- 
ever. The whole pose was languorous, 
willowy, graceful. She wore a dress of 
pale green, that sheathed her perfect form 
like as a calyx does its flower. It was of 
some clinging Indian stuff, and wanted no 
relief except the soft misty lace that was 
gathered over her bosom and fell over her 
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white arms ; a bunch of tea-rosebuds and 
a sprig of mignonette were placed in her 
belt; one tiny and exquisite brilliant shone 
at her throat; and on her finger a large 
emerald sparkled and scintillated. 

She was a picture ; a woman thoroughly 
well got-up, with not the smallest detail 
forgotten. She had made the very most 
of herself in every particular; and yet, 
with the subtle skill of some women, she 
had the art of letting her magnificence 
seem part of herself, as if it belonged 
to her, and was in nowise a studied 
effect. 

After she had shaken hands with him, 
she sank down among the soft scarlet 
velvet cushions, and motioned him to a . 
seat next to her. 

Captain Vereker obeyed at once, and 
willingly ; and, sitting down by her, close 
to her, he looked into her eyes so long 
and so steadfastly, without speaking, that 
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even she, who was not over shy by nature, 
coloured just a little under, his glance. 

" And are you really going away ? Can- 
not you defer your departure a little 
A onger ? " she questioned, almost timidly. 

He was a thorough flirt, and so he 
answered her accordingly. 

" You, who do not care for me, can have 
no possible regret at my leaving ! " 

As has been said, Quentin Vereker had 
a .singularly handsome face, aiid a fas- 
cinating one for those to whom it appealed. 

To his companion it certainly seemed 
to appeal; and she showed in her regard 
how she appreciated the soft look that 
stole from his large tawny eyes. 

" Yes ! but I have regret ! — it may be 
wrong, fast, whatever you like to call it, 
but all I know is, that it is plus fort que 
moi ! Do you know, you looked so coldly at 
me the other evening at Queenscourt, after 
I had sung my song, that I felt quite 
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miserable and chilled, and could scarcely 
keep the tears out of my eyes," she said, 
with the apparent candour of a child. 

" You were miserable, I conclude, because 
your liege lord Adair was wroth. What 
was the matter with him ? " 

"Nothing! That is nothing more than 
usual He is as jealous as a Turk, and 
after everyone left, we had quite a scene ; 
he ranted and raved like a madman, and 
I — well — I sat very quietly and comfortably 
in my lounge. I am grown used to it all, 
like the skinned eels, you know," she 
answered carelessly. 

" Jealous ! What was he jealous about ?" 

" He said — I had been flirting dreadfully 
with — you." 

" With me ! Why, he knows you flirt 
with everybody. But I beg pardon. I 
had no right to say that, and I really did 
not say it in — blame. Your nature is to 
try and win love and admiration from 
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every man you meet; and when you 
succeed, you are happy and satisfied. 
Voild tout! After all, it would be hard 
to grudge you a little happiness and 
satisfaction." 

" You believe me then to be thoroughly 
heartless, a coquette, a detestable con- 
temptible coquette, with nothing real about 

me ; and yet " She paused, tapped the 

toe of her elaborately-embroidered slipper 
on the carpet, and looked down. 

"Yet?" 

For a moment or two she did not reply. 
She seemed to be reflecting. Then she 
suddenly lifted up her beautiful face to him. 

"Why on earth should I trouble you 
about my feelings, Captain Vereker? Of 
course they don't interest you ! " 

" Yes, but they do immensely ! " he said, 

in a soft earnest tone, quietly taking the 

hand and clasping it. " More — a very 

great deal — than you fancy; more than 
vol. l o 
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our short acquaintance and circumstances 
warrant." 

" I don't believe much in the influence 
of long acquaintances; but then perhaps 
I am too frank, too impulsive. My mother 
always warns me not to show what I 
really feel. It is not comme il faut, she 
says. And after all, what have I to tell ? " 
she went on lazily and dreamily. "Only 
the same dreary old story that so many 
women have to tell — that I have had 
plenty of admiration, but very little love ; 
no one has ever really loved me — that is 
— no one I cared about!" 

" Nonsense ! It would indeed be curious 
if it were so," he cried, fixing a fervent 
look on her; "you are deceiving yourself 
or me; you are not one to be seen and 
not — loved, Circe." 

He spoke the name very low and very 
slowly, as if hardly liking to say it, but 
no frown marked her disapproval of the 
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familiarity, only she started a little when 
she heard it, and her heart fluttered. 

Captain Vereker's voice was exactly like 
another voice she had listened to a year 
or two before. She shook off the memory 
it had aroused, however, and answered 

him. 

# 

"You see it is very very hard to tell 
the real from the sham in love and every- 
thing else, and I don't take the trouble 
to find "out. A quoi bon ? I simply class 
them all together, and value them for as 
mueh as they are worth." 

"But how about Adair?" 

" Bah ! I know it is very wrong of me, 
but I think of him as of the rest, the 
foolish fluttering moths, caught by my 

pretty face. But do you know " She 

turned fully towards him and gave him a 
sly glance. 

"Somehow you stand apart from the 
rest ; we have known each other a very 

o 2 
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short time ; yet you are different — to me ! 
I feel as if I had known you much longer 
than I have ; perhaps it is because I knew 
your brother." 

" Max ! " he said, coldly and stiffly. " I 
don't think any of his friends would be 
inclined to look amiably on me!" 

"Why not? Might not some people 
feel a kindly pity for him, simply because 
they believe that he wants pity, and yet 
like you too ?" she questioned jesuiticaUy. 

" Pity is akin to love, you know," he 
replied, with a curl of his handsome lip ; 
"and I should not wonder a bit if Max, 
the Bohemian, had excited quite a thrilling 
romance in your heart. Women are so 
fond of everything that savours of mystery 
or intrigue; a man with a story or a 
stain is so very interesting ! " 

She coloured hotly, as if with anger, and 
to hide it, bent down to draw a tabouret 
nearer. 
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" Not to me ! " she said quietly ; " I 
am not of a romantic nature, and I know 
so very little of Mr. Max Vereker, that we 
won't talk about him, but rather of our- 
selves. You won't forget me quite ? You 
will come again and see me, when you 
have nothing better to do ? " 

" I'll come until you are sick of me," he 
answered eagerly. " I am afraid that will 
be very soon, for it is the prerogative of 
you professional beauties to be fickle and 
capricious." 

" Maybe. There are men and men ; to 
most men, perhaps, but " 

iC But what ? " and Captain Vereker, bold 
dragoon as he was, drew her a little nearer, 
with an arm that had slipped audaciously 
round her slim waist. 

"But not to you. I promise never to 
you ! " 

And it was no marvel that, looking down 
into the depth of her lovely eyes, he felt 
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that it was easy enough and pleasant 
enough to play at love. 

"I beg pardon," she said, with a little 
smile that had a dash of penitence in it, 
" I ought not to have said that I forgot 
we were really almost strangers ; that it is 
very bad form to let one's heart speak ; 
yet somehow, in spite of me, it will." 

He gazed at her, wondering a little. 

She was beautiful and charming, but such 
a flirt. 

He, too, was a flirt ; but, good heavens 
she out-Heroded Herod. 

" Such moments come to us all at times," 
he murmured sentimentally. " Who knows 
but they come to redeem some past sin of 
deception ? " 

Her eyes rested vaguely on the rose- 
stained screen of the lamp. 

" I think our lives are very full of use- 
less longings and regrets," she murmured, 
as if to herself; "oh, if I could only be 
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a child again !" She broke off with a sigh, 
then went on : 

" After the first freshness is worn off, the 
world is — the world — you know — and profit 
and loss becomes the rule we worldlings 
calculate by; but still, the very hardest 
worldling must have a soft moment some- 
times, I suppose, and just now my soft 
moment came to me ! " 

"Angel!" whispered Quentin Vereker to 
Erroll Adair's plighted wife. And ErrolTs 
plighted wife never rebuked him. On the 
contrary, her hand, imperceptibly almost, 
returned the pressure of his, and he could 
see a slight pink flush mantling over the 
ivory pallor of her cheeks. 

He began to feel angry with himself for 
the feeling that crept over him. He glanced 
at the slender hand, on which the lamp- 
light struck, making the emerald she wore 
sparkle and scintillate. 

" What a superb stone that is," he said, 
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desirous of turning sentiment into conven- 
tionalism. " I never saw such an emerald. 
What flashes ! Most people prefer diamonds, 
but an emerald has a peculiar fascination 
for me. I like it because it is so living — 
so electric." 

" I am glad it has a charm for you, for it 
is my stone ; the gem for May. I was born 
in May." 

" Then an emerald is my stone too," he 
answered, "for I was born in May." 

" Do you know the language of gems ? 
An emerald means ' success in love/ 
Even in its significance you see it is 
more human than the diamond. It is 
touched with the power of passion they say. 
Diamonds are cold, and represent innocence." 

"You are learned in a lore of which 
I am ignorant ! " exclaimed Quentin, his 
eyes still following the ray of emerald 
fire that flashed from her snowy finger 
"And so that ring is a talisman?" 



PLAYING AT LOVE. 201 

" Yes ! but up to now it has not gained 
me my heart's desire ! " 

She looked so pretty as she said that, 
wistfully, sorrowfully ; and his regard, wan- 
dering from the emerald, went over the 
rich ruddy hair, the flawless face. 

He wondered if the same spell that lay 
upon him in that moment lay upon other 
men. It was not such a spell as he had 
imagined — not the witchery of a coquette. 
It was something finer, more subtle; like 
the spell of a fair woman who had seen 
the world, and understood it, and yet 
retained the sweetness and tenderness of 
a fresh young girl. 

And that was the secret of Miss Kothes' 
success with most men, when they Jirst 
knew her. 

Every man forgot, when alone with her, 
that other men had been the recipients of 
that same lazy, fascinating smile, and the 
same frankly-tender speeches. 
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Quentin Vereker was far from a fool, or 
credulous ; yet he could hardly realise such 
eyes could* be false, that such tones could 
be second-hand. 

"I think I had better go, before I lose 
my senses," he said, candidly enough, and 
with a smile; but there was an embar- 
rassment in his manner which was dear 
incense to her, she understood men so 
thoroughly. 

She did not ask him to stay, but rose 
when he rose, her hand still lying in his, 
her beautiful face softening marvellously. 

"And you promise to come again?" 

Even among thieves, honour is supposed 
to exist, and " honour" made him say 
"No." He had shaken Erroll Adair, by 
the hand, he had broken bread with him. 

But at lovers' perjuries Jove laughs, he 
thought 

Prudence — a thing he respected far more 
than honour, for he was curiously acute 
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and calculating — bade him say "No." But 
lie was only a man, and an average one. 
There was nothing of the Bayard about 
him, and it was not possible to be prudent 
with those almond-shaped, long-lashed, 
liquid eyes lifted up so wistfully to his 
own. 

"I will come again as soon as I can," 
he answered. "Meantime, don't let Adair 
monopolise all your heart; let there be 
one little corner for me. Good-night and 
au revoir." 

He looked at her steadfastly for half a 
moment; then suddenly he bent his head, 
and, pressing a kiss on her tempting red 
lips, was gone. 

She stood still an instant, gazing at the 
door; then she dashed her hand against 
her mouth, as if to brush away that kiss. 

Even with women of her nature there is 
a certain feeling that makes a caress repul- 
sive if they love another man. Still they 
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allow the caress, for it is a trick of the 
trade of coquette. 

After a little, Miss Kothes turned, and 
threw herself down on one of her cushions, 
in an attitude which is peculiar as a rule 
to Eastern women. Her heart was set on 
fascinating Captain Vereker for a purpose. 
She wanted to revenge herself upon him 
for a wrong he had inflicted long ago. She 
would have almost sacrificed the prospect 
of becoming mistress of Queenscourt, with 
the concomitant riches and luxury that 
were the very essence of her life — if she 
could have reached her desire — to be able 
to toy and trifle with this man, to draw him 
into her net, torture him, drive him mad, 
first by her beauty and then by her cold- 
ness; to hold him fast in her toils, only 
to laugh at him and to mock him. Such 
would have been delicious to her. 

For, in her soul, she disliked him as 
much as she loved another man. But, 
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either in the exercise of love or hate, she 
knew that Erroll stood in the way. 

Erroll, with his little tyrannies and 
jealousies ; and as she thought of him, 
Miss Rothes scowled till her darkly-defined 
brows met, and ground her pretty white 
teeth. 

A pity that Queenscourt lacked a necro- 
mantic mirror, so that Erroll might have 
seen the face of his betrothed at that 
moment, and been warned of the rocks 
ahead 

By-and-by the scowl disappeared, and 
Miss Rothes smiled quite softly, as she 
looked down on her hand, on which the 
great emerald flashed under the lamp- 
light. 

"Who knows," she murmured, "but it 
may bring me ' success in love ' yet. Fate 
may bring us together again, and then — 
my darling, my darling ! you shall love me 
in spite of yourself ! " 
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The door opened noiselessly, and Mrs. 
Eothes peeped in. 

Her hair was dishevelled, her cap awry, 
and one or two dark smudges showed on 
her grayish-hued face that she had been 
cooking. 

"I am glad the man's gone," she said 
meekly. 

"So am I, for I am hungry," Miss 
Eothes answered crossly. 

" Circe, if I were you, I would not 
have male visitors. Mr. Adair will find 
it out." 

" Let him ! " 

" But think — it may be your last 
chance ; so many have nearly come to the 
point " 

" But not quite ; eh mother ? Still I 
have almost a mind to throw up Erroll 
Adair." 

"And all he can give you?" 

" That's the rub ! I have such a hanker- 
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ing after money and fleshpots. What 
have we for dinner?" 

"Stew." 

" Ugh ! " cried Miss Rothes, shuddering ; 
"it is always stew ! I believe that stew 
will drive me into marrying ErroE Adair 
against my will ! " 




CHAPTEK X. 



THE DEAD PAST. 



" Nae longer she wept, her tears were a' spent, 
Despair it was come, and she thought it content. 
She thought it content, but her cheek it grew pale, 
And she drooped like a lily broke down by the hail." 

Leaning against the old familiar window, 
where the passion-flowers hung in purple 
stars, Quita pressed their cool green leaves 
against her hot forehead and cheeks, while 
the sunbeams touched up her face into 
a mellow glow; which, after all, was only 
a cheat, for her face was really as white 
as the may-blossoms that, soft and delicate 
and misty as moonlight, flecked the hedges 
with snow. 
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Little yellow buttercups and oxslips, 
gleaming like jewels, peered prettily at one 
another through the slender spiked blades 
of nodding grass; violets peeped askance 
from small green nooks ; wallflowers flaunted 
their heads of flame ; the sky, as clear as 
crystal and as serene as the summer sea, 
showed its face unruffled by a cloud. 

A fair and pleasant hour; and amidst 
the prodigal beauty of amber light and 
twinkling blossoms, there was nothing fairer 
than Quita herself. 

Quita, in her neat little morning garb of 
-spotless cambric, with a gleam of purple 
matching the passion-flowers, about her 
neck ; loose sleeves, with just a dash of the 
orient about them, fell back, revealing a pair 
of arms rounded and dimpled like a child's ; 
and her whole pose— careless, listless, even 
indolent — was a veritable pose for an artist. 

Her skin was as pure as a lily ; her red 
lips were slightly apart; her eyes, brown 

VOL. l p 
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and big, with limpid depths, were wistful 
and slightly shadowed. There were indeed 
unshed tears in the soft pupils, and the old 
glances — mischievous and laughter-loving — 
were every one of them gone ; gone with 
Quita's dead past, which she had not 
managed yet to bury out of sight. 

Her hair floated off her temples in ripplets 
and waves that were not golden, though 
they shone as if they were ; nor flaxen — they 
had too much character for that; but 
rich bronze-flecked tresses, that showed up 
honestly ruddy in the sun and a deep 
chestnut in the shade. 

Quita held out no promise of becoming 
a fine woman, like Miss Kothes. Lovers of 
grand physique and redundant colouring 
would have been prone to cavil at her 
looks, and to have stamped her as 
fragile, even tame. She was only of 
medium height, but her figure was full 
of soft curves and bends ; her hands. 
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and feet were mignonne, her waist slim 
and supple; and she had just reached 
that point where childhood and girlhood 
meet — the ever-to-be-remembered age of 
"fayre golden dreams" and high-flown 
halcyon hope — sweet seventeen ! Only 
seventeen ! Yet Quita had run pretty well 
through the ' gamut of human feelings ; she 
had conjugated the verb "to love" in all 
its tenses, and she had learnt that man is 
born to sorrow as the sparks fly upwards. 

In seventeen fleeting years she had 
acquired this bitter knowledge. She had 
dreamt and awakened ; and on that fair 
spring morning she felt that a new life lay 
before her — a life whose chief aim would be 
to forget! 

Her brown eyes, honest and true as old 

Lyulph's, her pet mastiff, rested sorrowfully 

on the bright flowerets; on the droning 

plodding bees ; on the inert wave to and 

fro of the young leaves; while a baby 

p 2 
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breeze stirred a few wanton tendrils of 
chestnut hair on her forehead, and the hot 
yellow sun greedily kissed her white cheeks 
and arms. 

She stretched herself after a little in a 
pretty graceful fashion, and something 
between a sigh and a yawn rose on her 
lips, and she felt, in spite of what ought to 
have been the soothing influence of laggard 
air and drowsy bees, a vague and strange 
restlessness of spirit, a dreadful impatience 
of her present life, an unutterable and 
indefinable void in her heart. 

They were feelings she was not old 
enough or wise enough to analyse, for at 
seventeen we feel without reasoning, and 
later we reason without feeling. 

"A beautiful world to some people, I 
suppose!" she said, half audibly: " to pretty 
people like Miss Eothes; to me, the sun 
looks like a big blubber-ball; and the 
birds chirp all out of tune. I feel as 
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old as Methuselah, and as wicked as I can 
be ; I don't love my neighbour as myself, 
or order myself lowly and reverently to 
my betters, and I hate to do my duty 
in that state of life to which Providence 
has called me. w 

She sighed, and gathering a handful of 
glossy leaves, she sent them flying through 
the air in her petulance. 

"If I could meet someone as unlike 
Enroll as possible — some dark Spanish- 
looking man, who hasn't eyes as blue as that 
sky, or hair yellow as the sunlight, or a 
smile " 

" Quita ! " 

"His voice ! I cannot speak to him now, 
with my eyes as red as a rabbit's and my 
stupid little nose " 

" Quita ! " 

Enroll was evidently impatient, for his 
voice rang out loud and imperative; but 
instead of answering, Quita sprang like a 
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deer from her covert, and never paused in 
her career till she reached her own especial 
sanctum. A charming sanctum sanctorum 
it was too, with none of the pretension or 
glitter of Miss Rothes* boudoir about it, 
but only a small square room, all white and 
sea-green like a mermaid's cave, and full of 
those innocent, pure knick-knackeries that 
young girls love and hoard up like treasure 
trove, for generally each little trifle is a 
souvenir of some phase of girl-life— trivial 
to outsiders — full of poetry to its owner. 
Two portraits in simple Oxford frames hung 
over Quita's mantel-shelf. They were the 
portraits of her dead mother and her uncle, 
Pkre Joseph, enlarged from the miniatures 
in the gold locket she always wore round 
her neck. 

One portrait, in an elaborate silver frame 
shaped like a horseshoe, hung right in the 
centre, and this place of honour was assigned 
to Erroll — Erroll Adair— hero of Quita's 
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childhood, the idol and king of her girlhood, 
the alpha and omega of her life up to 
this date. 

Under a glass shade, on an ebony stand, 
reposed a much-mutilated doll, a shamefully- 
battered effigy of humanity ; one blue eye 
was fairly gone, the tip of the small snub 
nose was bruised and blackened, and a dark 
smudge, savouring of wars, ran right across 
the pink and white cheek ; while a portion 
of the luxuriant flaxen hair had departed, 
leaving a bald spot over the left temple. 
Nevertheless, the doll was very dear to 
Quita's heart, for it was a souvenir of her 
tenth birthday, and it had been an offering 
from Errol. How well she remembered that 
day, even as she stood, listless and miserable, 
gazing at the dilapidations perpetrated by 
her childish fingers — the. eager expectation 
as the huge cardboard box was opened, the 
intense delirium of excitement and delight 
when the apparition in tinsel and rose- 
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coloured tarletan emerged from its swaddling 
of silver paper, and above all — above all — 
the comfortable satisfaction and content 
when Erroll's kiss and pat of her chestnut 
head accompanied the gift. 

The doll was not the only evidence of 
ErrolTs former interest in her juvenile 
bliss ; Noah's arks, squeaking poodles, 
tattered and dog-eared books — all more or 
less sufferers from usage and time — had 
been religiously preserved and were more 
fondly cherished than the most costly jewels 
from other hands would have been. 

Alas ! alas ! And the dolls, Noah's arks, 
squeaking poodles, and dog-eared books 
were all , that remained of Erroll now ! 

Quita groaned aloud in bitterness of 
spirit, and felt positively ghoulish as she 
remembered Miss Rothes' dazzling beauty. 

Her heart was hot with anger and 
shame. She could not cry, no tears would 
come. Her eyes were burning and heavy, 
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her lips parched and dry. She tried to 
think everything over, but her brain felt 
confused and bewildered. She rebelled 
with all the passion of her nature against 
her fate. What had she done to have 
her life spoilt like this? Had she been 
punished simply because she had allowed 
herself to be too easily won by a few 
kisses and kindly words? 

It was not that she loved Erroll, and 
was so utterly, utterly miserable at losing 
him. She could try to crush all love out 
of her heart. She could try to forget the 
bright dream that had made her so glad; 
but the thing was, that he despised her 
• perhaps ; he had made light of her, and 
mocked her, and laughed at her, for being 
so absolutely foolish as to care for him in 
that way. 

The thought of this stung her to mad- 
ness, and she started with a passionate 
cry; her chestnut hair loosened from its 
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coils and fell over her face, dark lines 
went round her eyes, and a set, hard look 
crept to her mouth — the mouth that had 
looked so rosy and pretty but an hour 
before — all her young face was changed 
and hardened. 

She walked up straight to the mantel- 
piece and deliberately turned ErrolTs picture 
with its face to the wall. Then she opened 
a large trunk, and thrust in, with cold 
fingers that trembled a little, the dolls and 
the books, and the whole army of muti- 
lated remains of her dearest treasures, and 
shutting down the lid with a thud, she 
sat herself down on the tomb of her past 
joys, her hands clasped nervelessly together, 
her face a blank. 

A knock startled her, and springing up 
like a guilty thing, with a hot flush on 
her cheeks, she went forward to meet her 
aunt. 

Mrs. Adair, her features looking much 
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more wan and pale than they were wont 
to a few months back, subsided at once 
on to the green-and-white settee. 

There was a worried and wearied ex- 
pression on her face; for, somehow, since 
her son's engagement to Miss Rothes, the 
Queenscourt atmosphere had grown stormy 
and unpleasant. 

"Erroll wanted you, Quita. He had 
John Darner and someone else with him." 

"Mr. Clifford, I suppose," said Quita, 
distorting her lips into as ugly a grimace 
as such lips could put on. "I hate him 
more than ever now." 

"Don't be violent in your expressions, 
my love," remonstrated Mrs. Adair in her 
mild way. "And why do you dislike him 
more now than before ? " 

" Simply since he has turned into a lover, 
or rather a suitor, Auntie." 

"And what may be the distinction, 
child i " 
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The " child" looked down and twiddled 
the sea-green cords of the sun-blinds in her 
slim fingers ; then she lifted up her face 
saucily, and gave a low laugh. 

"Dear old Auntie, you think I don't 
understand things because I am a little 
ignoramus, and have not seen the world 
like Miss Rothes ; but I do. A lover, you 
see, is usually shy and silent, and wants to 
marry one from love; a suitor wants to 
marry one — from — from — well ! — from any 
reason — and talks as much as a parrot 
about his feelings. Mr. Clifford says he is 
dying of love for me, and you must confess 
he has no outward and visible signs of 
premature decay." 

" And what do you think of John Darner? 
He is good and honest-going enough, and 
would make an excellent husband I fancy." 

" What do I think of John Darner ? 
Nothing! Don't you know that if you 
take nothing from nothing, nothing remains ? 
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That is just John Darner from the crown 
of his curly head to the sole of his muddy- 
boots. He is but a clod, and talks like one 
as he proclaims himself from the house-tops 
— Lord of the Manor, the rooks, the hounds, 
horses, and serfs. Ah, Auntie, we have not 
got much to boast of in the neighbourhood 
as far as men are concerned." 

"You are hard to please, child. You 
forget that charity covereth a multitude 
of sins— that charity believeth all things." 

Quita shrugged her white shoulders. 

"Charity will not make me believe in 
the fascinations of Messrs. Clifford or 
Darner. I begin to doubt everybody. 
There is such a lot of hypocrisy about. 
Don't you think so, Auntie? Do you 
know I have begun to think there is no 
truth in this wicked world." 

She looked straight into Mrs. Adair's 
blue eyes as she said this, and the aunt 
turned away her head and reddened to the 
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roots of her silvery hair. She too had 
begun, in her old age, to doubt her fellow- 
creatures. 

"You are not so good-tempered as you 
were, Quita dear. You have grown quite 
harsh lately." 

"Not harsh, Aunt, only I am older — 
ever so much older, I think, than I waa 
three months ago. I judge truly, and I 
know you agree in all I say, only you 
won't acknowledge it. You are so good, 
you won't say one word of blame of 
anyone, or think it." 

Mrs. Adair winced. She was extremely 
conscientious, and she knew that she had 
thought blame of her daughter-in-law elect, 
though she had refrained from uttering 
it, for her dear son's sake. 

"I do not mind saying that I like 
Aubrey Grey better than the other gentle- 
men we have been discussing, and you 



THE DEAD PAST. 223 



ought to like him, Quita, for he certainly 
likes you." 

" He is well enough," answered Quita 
carelessly, "and I daresay he likes me, 
but I can't marry every man that fancies 
he likes me without being taken up for 
bigamy." 

"Don't," Mrs. Adair interrupted. She 
had an abhorrence of flippancy. 

" Or even trigamy and polygamy, Auntie," 
pursued Quita relentlessly, with a mis- 
chievous gleam in her eyes. " I wonder 
what sort of man Captain Vereker is," 
she added suddenly. 

"Not a good man," Mrs. Adair replied 
quickly, with an energy that was unusual 
to her; "not a good man by any means, 
though a handsome and fascinating man no 
doubt. I would rather you died than 
married Captain Vereker, Quita!" 

" He would rather die than marry me, 
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Auntie, so you may be quite easy on that 
score. But why is he not good ? " 

" Because he behaved dreadfully to his 
brother. I like and respect Max Veieker 
so much that I cannot but dislike Quentin 
Vereker, with all his plausibility and ap- 
parent candour. You have heard Max 
Vereker's story, Quita ? " 

" Never, Auntie ; tell it me." 
And Quita slid down to the floor, and, 
resting her head against Mrs. Adair's knee, 
waited for the story. 

" Have you ever seen him, Quita ? " 
" I think I saw him once, when I was quite 
little. He used to fish at the Glebe stream, 
and he had red hair and red cheeks." 

" Red hair and red cheeks ! " repeated 
Mrs. Adair. " Max Vereker is one of the 
handsomest young men I have ever seen, 
and accomplished and clever! His talent 
for painting, even at eighteen, was mar- 
vellous ; and his manners are princely." 
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" Tell me the history of such a paragon, 
auntie. I am dying with curiosity to hear 
it/' cried Quita. 

"Well, old Maximilian Vereker, who 
was a very fine man too, owned The 
Abbey years and years ago, and brought 
there a wife, whom he had married in 
his travels. She was a foreigner, with 
immense dark eyes and a Spanish skin, and 
quite a child in years, shy and restrained 
with strangers, and evidently in awe of her 
husband, who was a stern, formal man, 
and most uncongenial companionship for a 
creature barely out of her teens. A son 
was born — Max; and two years after the 
mother died, was buried, and soon for- 
gotten; for within six months after her 
death Mr. Vereker brought home another 
wife, the antipodes of his first one. She 
was an imperial-looking woman, not very 
young, and with haughty manners that 
made no friends. She, too, had a son, 
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Quentin, and by a curious fatality, she too 
breathed her last when her child was but 
two years old. 

" The brothers were brought up together, 
and in all things Max, with a gentleness 
that was positively beautiful to behold, 
gave in to Quentin, the spoilt darling of 
his father. 

"Time went on, and Max was twenty- 
three and Quentin nineteen when Mr. Vereker 
died, leaving The Abbey of course to his 
heir, with sufficient means to keep it up 
in its normal style, but with every farthing 
he could will away left to Quentin. Then 
came a scandal that burst like a thun- 
derclap on the neighbourhood. Quentin 
Vereker brought a charge of illegitimacy 
against his elder brother; no proofs of 
Mr. Vereker's marriage with Max's mother 
could be found, and Max, after a futile 
struggle, left England — homeless, almost 
penniless, and— nameless, poor fellow." 
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" Poor Max Vereker ! " cried Quita. She 
had listened absorbed to the pitiful story, 
and her brown eyes were full of tears. 
u Poor Max Vereker ! And do you believe 
Quentin Vereker's charge was true, auntie?" 

"No I don't! strange to say, I have 
always had a strong conviction that proofs 
of the marriage would turn up some day, 
and Max be reinstated in his home and 
property. Meanwhile, his life is a sad 
•one, and I pity him from my heart." 

"So do I ! " flashed Quita vehemently, 
*'and I believe that brother of his capable of 
any wicked action ! Poor Max Vereker ! " 

She rose from her lowly seat and, walking 
to the window, leaned out. Over the waving 
cornfields, gaudy with scarlet flaunting 
poppies, over fresh green hills and brown 
hollows, she saw the gray walls of The 
Abbey. 

A palatial pile, with rows of tall mul- 
lioned windows, and two turrets crowning 
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the imperial wings, and over them a black 
cloud passing in the heavens, that looked 
like Max Vereker's fate. But even as she 
gazed the cloud passed by, and the sun 
came out brilliant and clear, touching up 
the Abbey walls with a mellow glory, and 
making the windows shine like so many 
fires. At sight of this Quita smiled. 

"A good augury for Max Vereker. His 
ill luck will pass away like that cloud, and 
his life grow clear and bright like the sun. 
I feel certain of it ! " she murmured, half 
aloud. 

"What are you saying, Quita?" Mrs. 
Adair asked. 

"Nothing, auntie. Only indulging in 
day dreams. Erroll has gone with his 
beloved satellites towards the park. I 
heard him whistling for Nero and Fan. 
So put on your bonnet, and let us walk 
down to the village and look up poor old 
Mrs. Lyne; she had the - c rheumatis awful ' 
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yesterday, and was full of the nape of 
her neck and the small of her back." 

A few minutes afterwards Quita found 
herself walking towards Ashfold-ap-Zouche, 
flanked on one side by Mrs. Adair and on 
the other by Aubrey Grey, curate of the 
village, while old Lyulph the mastiff fol- 
lowed his mistress in his slow and stately 
fashion. 

Mr. Grey was the most sincere of 
Quita's lovers or suitors, and cared no 
whit whether the lady of his love would 
have a dot or no from her wealthy 
Queenscourt relatives, so long as she would 
condescend to treat him to a good slice 
of her heart. 

Aubrey Grey was only a poor curate, 
with a remarkably light purse and a very 
weighty burden of Ashfold-ap-Zouche sins 
on his stooping shoulders. He had im- 
mense difficulty in keeping body and soul 
together; but he had heaps of hope, that 
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most desirable commodity that Cowley calk 
beggars' wealth ; and it led him to believe 
in all firmness that he was in embryo one 
of those comfortable, much-to-be-envied, 
pampered servants of the Church — a portly 
bishop : and who would have been so cruel 
as to gainsay him, since hope was likely 
to be all his lot in the world? 

In any case, the Eev. Aubrey would have 
chosen Quita for his helpmate, for better 
for worse. That the "worse" might pre- 
dominate, he did not pause to reflect. 
Quita was, and had been for some time, 
the one woman in the world to him; 
though decidedly the most unfitted of 
womankind for the district-visiting, tract- 
distributing, flannel-petticoat-making wife 
he required. 

Quita, on her side, walking along list- 
lessly and silently, picked holes in her< 
escort with a severity that appertained to 
unripe and unreasoning years. She did 
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not credit him with enough zeal or energy 
in his calling, and forgot that any faults 
or omissions that lay at his door should 
be attributed to Grey pdre et mdre, who 
had thrust their eldest hope into the Church 
as a means of arriving at bread and butter, 
when it should have been a voluntary and 
ardent choice. 

If Aubrey Grey was a little wanting in 
the fire necessary for martyrdom if sum. 
moned by any chance to that glory, he was 
certainly not lacking in the fire of love for 
the girl sauntering at his side, dangling her 
straw hat by long blue streamers in her 
hand, and devoutly wishing the man was a 
friend instead of a would-be lover. Mean- 
while the poor deluded mortal was simply 
wondering when he would win her consent 
to be his. 

" How lovely she is ! she ought to marry 
a duke," he soliloquised with a sigh. 

And so she should have, for she was 
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not only lovely but she had grown of a 
sudden dreadfully material in her tastes, 
since her love's young dream had vanished 
like a soap-bubble. She believed that she 
verily worshipped the world and its alluring 
pleasures with an intensity that would 
have shocked the Ashfold-ap-Zouche piety. 
She chafed like a little lioness, now that 
Enroll had gone over to the Philistines, and 
she felt herself deserted, abject, alone. 

She positively hated the groove in which 
her life was fitted. It seemed so horribly 
narrow — this Ashfold-ap-Zouche world, 
with its pleasures, its small talk, its puny 
interests. She longed to get away from 
Queenscourt, from Erroll, from Miss Rothes, 
from herself She wanted to see " life "— 
life as poets and painters and young ladies 
picture it — a sort of misty, delicious para- 
disiacal existence of excitement, unfailing 
amusement, perpetual delight. The old 
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dovecot, of which Erroll had destroyed the 
peace, wearied her, and she yearned to 
leave it behind, to put between it and 
herself an impassable golf of oblivion. 




CHAPTER XI. 

MAX. 

" The first sound in the song of love 
Scarce more than silence is — and yet a sound. 
Hands of invisible spirits touch the strings 
Of that mysterious instrument the Soul, 
And play the prelude of our fate." 

She walked along slowly and listlessly. 

And yet existence on such a day should 
have had a charm of its own, for all the 
earth seemed to smile up in the girl's sad 
face. Anemones and harebells starred the 
way, and white and purple clover sent out 
great puffs of fragrance. The tall green 
grass nodded solemnly backwards and for- 
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wards in the west wind ; the birds chanted 
a loud jubilate on the branches of the 
shadowing oaks and elms, and the sun 
shone down brilliantly. But Quita's heart 
was aching with a horrible void as she 
sauntered on, and turned unconsciously 
down a long lane that ran betwixt two 
tall hedges. 

" Stop, Miss Heathcote ! " , Mr. Grey 
cried suddenly, startling her out of her 
reverie ; " let us go through the glebe 
field, the path is dry, and you know you 
love clover and cowslips." 

"And daisies, please don't forget them 
out of the catalogue of my weaknesses," 
she answered, forcing a smile to her lips. 
"Don't you know, Mr. Grey, I like daisies 
because they are emblematical of myself* 
I am so modest about my good qualities, 
am I not, auntie ? " 

" Daisies are not so pure and lovely as 
you are!" murmured the embryo bishop, 
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under his breath; but Quita's quick ears 
caught the words, and she blushed. 

And that blush, meaningless and fleeting, 
sent a true and honest heart thumping and 
bumping fiercely under rather a shabby 
clerical garment. 

" The path along the field is so long, and 
I like the lane," Quita said wilfully. 

"You should obey your pastors and 
masters, you know, Miss Heathcote ; and 
as one of the former I ask you to come 
through the field. It looks so deliciously 
inviting and cool." 

Quita laughed. 

" I see ! That basket is too much for 
you," she said, pointing to one he meekly 
carried, in which reposed a bottle of port to 
cheer Mrs. Lyne's old heart, side by side 
with the porous plaster for the nape of her 
neck and the small of her back ; " let me 
relieve you of it, Mr. Grey." 
.. "I would walk barefooted to the end of 
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time, with the world on my shoulders, for 
you," he said warmly ; then, afraid of 
vexing her, he added : " Ah ! there's the 
first cuckoo this year ! " 

They paused side by side to listen, and 
Quita fell to wondering whether all " the 
times it called were years of life to her. 

It was only an old woman's superstition 
after all; yet she shuddered. So many 
years without Erroll ! 

"Come!" said her cavalier, breaking the 
spell ; and she moved towards the field* 
It was much the longest way to the village, 
but anything was good for distraction; 
anything was better than sitting in solitary 
grandeur at Queenscourt, eating her heart 
out in vain regret. 

She did not, of course, dream that the 
hand of fate was leading her on. 

Five minutes afterwards a tall figure 
loomed in the distance, coming towards 
them. 
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In a little while it was close to them, 
and a man, courteously lifting his hat, 
was on the point of passing on when 
Mrs. Adair stopped short. 

" Max ! is it you ? " she cried cordially, 
holding out her hand. 

"Yes, Mrs. Adair, it is," he answered, 
in a voice which was as low and sweet 
as a woman's. 

" And when did you come back ? " 

"Last evening. I came to fetch some 
papers I left in Stephen King's care; 
and I have been looking for Adair, but 
have not found him/ 1 

"He has gone out with some friends. 
Let me introduce you to my niece — Miss 
Heathcote, Mr. Vereker," said Mrs. Adair, 
in her old-fashioned polite way. 

Quita bent her head, neither frigidly 
nor warmly. It was just the proper bow 
that she had learnt at Madame Simplon's 
finishing academy should be vouchsafed 
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to a strange young man on introduction. 
Max Vereker bowed too, but his acknow- 
ledgment of his new acquaintance was a 
low one, and for one fleeting second his 
grave eyes rested earnestly on a face that 
caught his fancy more than any face had 
done in the thirty years of his life. A 
little about the weather, a little about the 
Continent, and then Mrs. Adair asked : 

" And how long shall you remain, Max, 
now that you are at home?" 

The word "home" made him wince a 
little, but he answered: 

" Cela depend" with a smile, which 
Quita thought was the gentlest she had 
ever seen. 

"And on his month 
A doubtful smile dwelt, like a clouded moon 
On a still water — n 

she quoted to herself, with quite a pity 
in her breast for the unmistakable sadness 
that shadowed the fair broad forehead, and 
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the grave tender eyes of the man whose 
brother had stolen his birthright. 

"But, Mrs. Adair," Max said quietly, 
" you know I am not at home ! I am only 
a wretched bird of passage." 

"Resting your tired wings on the dear 
old homestead for a while." 

"Just so." 

And Quita's quick ears distinctly heard 
the smothered sigh which sent quite a little 
thrill of pain through her, for there was 
such infinite dreariness and hopelessness 
in it. 

She glanced at him from under her long 
lashes, and, almost against her will, her 
gaze lingered a little. 

Then in a moment or two they moved 
on together, she and Max, but both were 
silent. 

She was thinking that a handsome young 
Viking, from out of one of the old Norse 
legends, had come straight down from the 
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eternal snow and ice of far-away regions, to 
stalk beside her through the long lazy- ' 
nodding grass, just as any common mortal 
might have done ; and every now and then 
she looked covertly at his hair that the sun 
had burnished into gold, and at his eyes, 
which were as deeply, densely purple as the 
clusters of harebells that decked the hedges. 

She was just a little sorry that Max was 
fair-haired and blue-eyed, like Erroll. She 
wanted to chase that memory right away; so 
she had made up her mind to like a Spanish 
hidalgo : yet Max fascinated her. 

That is, his face fascinated her. 

It was like ErrolTs in colouring, but yet 
so different in type. There was such depth 
in the eyes, such intense strength united to 
womanly tenderness in the lines round the 
clear-cut lips. 

Of Max himself she knew nothing, and 
as yet cared nothing, beyond a gentle pity 
for one who evidently suffered, and to 
voii. i. r 
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whom that suffering imparted an especial 
interest in her eyes. 

Max had two distinct characters, and 
she was too young and inexperienced in 
worldly knowledge to judge him as he 
really was. With those he disliked he 
had more than usual reserve ; he was even 
despotic in manner. But with those that 
he liked and trusted, and they were very 
few, he was wonderfully tender and bend- 
ing. The habitual shadow on his brow 
lifted for those few; and his expression 
grew bright and genial, as it was wont 
to be before his brother Quentin Vereker 
branded him with a shameful stain, and 
drove him out into the world a sort of 
social pariah. 

Poor fellow ! he had been made to endure 
keenly indeed ! he had been made to 
engraft suspicion on an unsuspicious and 
really magnanimous nature, and this had 
destroyed much of the good fruit in the 
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bud Still the truth must be told, that 
he had always had a good deal of wild 
Bohemianism about him, and rather held 
in contempt the conventionalities of the 
society which his sensitive organisation pre- 
vented him from entering, even as far as 
lay in his power. 

For a short distance he strolled along 
by Quita's side, and Mrs. Adair and Mr. 
Grey having loitered behind, these two 
were as virtually alone as an entourage of 
fields and hedges could make them* 

Max was keenly scrutinising the little 
white downcast face— downcast, because, 
like her sex, Quita was perfectly aware 
of his fervent regard. 

She liked admiration as other women 
did, and the warmth of Max's look was 
rather an intoxicating incense; especially 
coming in the wake of Erroll's defection 
and complete absorption in Miss Rothes' 
transcendent charms. 

B 2 
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"Miss Heathcote has heard my story, 
has she not?" 

These were the very first words the 
man spoke, and they were uttered in a 
tone of mingled pathos and recklessness. 
The truth was that he . wanted to find 
out if she and he stood face to face, with 
not a shadow of deception between them. 

Quita did not answer for a moment. 
She scarcely knew what to reply, for the 
pathos in his voice moved her into a sense 
of babyish grief that vexed her ; and to 
hide the drops that rose to her eyes she 
stooped, and gathering some harebells, that 
put her in mind of her companion's eyes, 
she stuck them into her hat, which she was 
still holding by its fluttering ribbons. 

Yet there was not much need for delay, 
for when her answer was given there was 
not only not much in it worth studying, 
but it sounded almost hard in its laconic 
nature. 
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"Yes." 

And though she longed to say to him 
that she had heard his pitiful story, and. 
believed him with all her soul to be 
wronged, she only walked along by his 
side, with no more feeling in her face than 
an image of stone. 

"It is a pity you have heard it," ha 
blurted out impetuously, "for your sake, 
Miss Heathcote — for mine ! Well, to quote 
an old and vulgar adage, I am grown 
used to suffering, like the world- renowned 
eels. But my history, if you really knew 
it- in all its truth and nakedness, shows 
you, young and innocent as I know you 
are, a capability of wickedness and wrong 
in the human heart which you might never 
have discovered personally in your career. 
So it would have been better for you if 
you had not heard it. You see, it might 
even hurt you a little to see such a 
(lark current in the ocean of life. And yet 
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I am glad you know it ; for although you 
may not deem me a desirable addition to 
your circle of acquaintances, I prefer your 
seeing me as I am, a genteel pauper, a 
poor homeless, penniless, nameless devil ! " 

So spoke Max Vereker of The Abbey, 
the scion of one of the proudest and oldest 
families in all England; for the Verekers 
were a grand old race. The first from 
whom they dated had been a famous Count 
Maximilian de Verequfcre, who, so long ago 
as the year 1690, had commanded a body 
of choice picked men, sent over by Louis 
the Fourteenth, to aid James Stuart in 
keeping his crown. 

Brave as Bassompierre, lavish as Lauzun, 
and voluptuous as Trimalcyon, of ancient 
days — Count Maximilian was a soldier of 
true mettle; and after many a marvellous 
feat of prowess and valour, he met a 
soldier's glorious death at the great battle 
of Aughrim, side-by-side, and, the Vereker 
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traditions said, hand-clasped-in-hand, with 
his bosom Mend and gallant leader, St. 
Ruth, leaving an only son, who settled in 
one of the southern shires, and married a 
daughter of " a hundred earls." 

As time wore on and the family became 
naturalised Britons, the old name, bereft of 
the chic "de" — that in Gallia guarantees 
birth and blood — became corrupted into 
Vereker; but pride, and lavishness, and 
voluptuousness descended from generation 
to generation in a greater or lesser degree. 

And Max was heir to the pride : but 
Quentin Vereker had both lavishness and 
voluptuousness bequeathed to him by his 
ancestors. 

Quita forgot that Max was a stranger; 
she was so anxious to cast from her a 
garment so hateful as love of money and 
position. 

" I hate rich men ! The moneyed aris- 
tocracy are so underbred and objectionable," 
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she flashed eagerly. " I like people whose 
greatest recommendation is themselves." 

She paused, a little awkward, and very 
much ashamed of her vehemence ; and she 
flushed up hotly as she caught the unre-> 
strained admiration that mingled with a 
soupgon of amusement in the purple iris of 
Max Vereker's eyes. 

"Then you will like me," he murmured 
deprecatingly ; " for assuredly my great and 
only recommendation is — myself. Will you 
try?" 

" Yes ! " she said ; and she meant it. 

"Let us shake hands on it then." t 

And Quita's pretty slender white fingers 
went out quite unreservedly to him. 

The tall hedges, all flecked with flowery 
palm and amber honeysuckle, screened: 
them from the pair who were behind dis- ; 
cussing parochial charities; and so Ma^ 
— not a flirting gay man, not even a sus- 
ceptible man — stooped, with the colour 
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surging on his cheek, and pressed a kiss 
on the captive hand before he released it. 

His face was so grave and earnest, and 
his bearing so courteous and respectful, that 
Quita never dreamt of rebuking him. 

This man, in a few moments, had suc- 
ceeded in making her forget for a while 
ErrolTs fickleness and her own trouble. 

True, she would never cease to care for 
Enroll as long as she lived. He had been 
the first to teach her the meaning of the 
word "love," and that is a lesson that is 
impressed indelibly on all women. 

But though she had lavished her heart 
and soul at ErrolTs feet — had given him all 
the best feelings of her life — he had cast her 
off without regret. 

She was evidently nothing to Erroll. 

But to Max Vereker she was something. 
She read it already in his regard and in his 
voice ; and for this she was grateful. 
- " You will come and see us, Max ? " Mrs. 
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Adair said, as she made her adieux to him. 
"Come to-morrow, if you can." 

" I will, if possible," answered Max ; while 
his eye, as it turned on Quita, said plainly 
enough — " and with pleasure ! " 

Walking back slowly across the field 
towards Stephen King's humble cottage, 
where he was staying, Max looked like a 
man in a dream. 

His breath came short and fast, and, fan 
a moment or two his heart throbbed hard 
with a dicrotic motion it had never felt 
before, and he wondered what ailed him. 

Could the strange and overpowering 
thraldom of his senses, and captivation of 
his imagination, be a sudden commingling 
of two human souls, or the insanity that 
belonged to unripe years — namely, "love at 
first sight?" he asked himself wrathfully, 
scorning the miserable deficiency in moral 
strength that could succumb to a woman's 
face. Then he hurriedly, and somewhat 



unevenly, traversed the high road, and 
went home through a peaceful country 
lane, with none but the twittering birds 
and bl ushing blossoms to mark the un- 
wonted flush on his cheeks. 




CHAPTER XIL 

FOR EVER AND FOR EVER. 

" Perchance if we had never met I had been spared 
this mad regret, 
This endless striving to forget, for ever and for ever ! 
Perchance if thou wert far away, did I not see thee 

day by day, 
I might again be blithe and gay, for ever and for ever. 
Ah, leave me not, I love but thee, 

Blessing or curse whiche'er thou be ! 
Oh be as thou wert wont to be 

For ever and for ever ! " 

Walking slowly up the broad drive to 
Queenscourt, Max scarce refrained from 
cursing the hard fate that had made life 
to him so much more of pain than pleasure. - 
And yet, a new hope that he had not even 
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-dared himself to realise, had brought a lurk- 
ing smile to his mouth and an unwonted 
light to his eyes. 

• He seemed almost to feel as blithe as 
he used to in the old days of his visits to 
Queenscourt, before the terrible blow dealt 
by his brother's hand had made him shun 
not only strangers bat friends. 

All night long he had not slept; a 
feverish longing and restlessness to keep 
his promise of calling on Mrs, Adair had 
seized him; and, lying awake, he had 
counted each hour that brought him closer 
to his visit, with a strange perturbation in 
his heart that irritated him. It seemed 
so childish in a man whose life was one 
grave hope and resolve, to lay so much 
stress on a trivial event ; yet he could 
not help doing so. 

Arrived at Queenscourt, he paced the 
long drawing-room backwards and forwards 
impatiently, yearning for another sight of 
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a little white face that had haunted him 
persistently ever since he had last looked 
on it in the glebe field. 

After all it was not a beautiful face. 
Its greatest charm was in its capacity for 
illumination. It was a transparency which 
needed the inward light to bring out its 
finest possibility. Then the eyes of soft 
brown kindled and dilated, the full delicate 
lips quivered with sensibility, the pure lily 
skin flushed into damask, and, with her 
soul in her face, Quita was beautiful 

It was in such a moment that Max 
remembered her. 

"Darling! little darling!" he said quite 
softly to himself, with a tender smile 
breaking on his handsome mouth. "I do 
believe I could make her love me. A quoi 
bon, though ? Well, well ! Love — real love 
— is a crown of glory to any man, more 
especially to a hunted -down, poverty- 
stricken, nameless wanderer upon the face 
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of the earth, like myself; so why should 
I not try and win it?" 

The handle of the door turned; there 
was a slight hesitation, while Max's pulse 
beat high and his eyes were fixed eagerly 
on the entrance ; then, instead of Quita's 
slim figure — Miss Kothes walked in. 

Max started perceptibly as he saw her — 
saw the woman whom he had met two 
years before in Italy, and almost loved ; and 
she was in the full glory of her beauty. 

The haughty carriage of her grand head, 
her imperial bearing, her slow and stately 
step ; even the very swirl of her trailing 
skirt as she swept towards him struck the 
man who gazed at her with a momentary 
astonishment, that was born sheerly of her 
marvellous loveliness. And he caught him- 
self wondering, just for a second, whether 
this divine creature, whom he had rather 
repulsed and wholly forgotten, was an 
empress in disguise, but the next moment 
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he smiled, recognising to the full all her 
flesh-and-blood magnificence, but knowing 
that, after all, she was only of the earth — 
earthy. 

The slumbrous lazy eyes, over which the 
broad milk-white lids drooped, made him 
think of volcanic fires. There was not 
an atom of Madonna-like purity in the 
make of the warm red lips, but there was 
rare perfection of form, and quite a tropical 
brilliancy of colouring about her. 

Long ago, when he used to look at her 
under the sweet sensuous clime of Italy, 
Max had always been reminded by her of 
some splendid-plumaged bird, of a glorious 
mirage of the desert, of all sorts of 
gorgeous bewildering tints, rich flowers, 
heavily-scented exotics, burning skies; and 
he felt it all again — felt it rather than 
remembered it — for only to look at Circe 
Eothes was a sort of subtle dram-drinking 
to men. 
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She was, in comparison to a girl like 
Quita, as the strongest alcoholic liquor to 
a pure crystal spring. 

She went towards Max slowly, and held 
out her hand, with a world of wistfulness 
and deprecation in her glorious eyes and 
in her manner. 

" At last we meet again ! " she said ; 
and Max, listening to the soft modulated 
voice, and looking into the eyes that 
flashed up at him, began to believe that 
he was one in ten thousand to have so man- 
fully resisted a temptation strong enough 
to have been sent direct from the devil. 

"Yes," he answered rather laconically; 

for in truth he felt excessively nervous, 

and slightly criminal as weU, in having so 

completely let such a vision of beauty 

drop out of his memory. "And I find 

you lovelier than ever," he added, with 

a feeble attempt at gallantry, that did not 

sit easily or well on him. 

vol. l s 
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" But I am changed inwardly ; so much 
changed, that few would know me as 
the same being I was two years ago. Oh ! 
if you could only guess at the desolation 
and weariness of the time since we parted, 
body and soul and miiid all chained down 
to the horrible level of this dull English 
life. Sometimes I have thought I could 
bear it no longer, that I must, codte qui 
eodte, break through the hateful trammels, 
and go back to Rome, where the happiest 
days I have ever known were passed." 

She clasped her two well-shaped hands 
together with a gesture of helplessness and 
hopelessness, that would have made her 
fortune on the stage, and her face kindled 
up warmly as she spoke; then her glance 
met his fully, and a rare irresistible softness 
shone in their velvet depths. 

" Tell me, Mr. Vereker, did • you quite 
forget me after I left ? " she asked in a low 
tone, while her scarlet lips positively qui- 
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vered. A man may doubt a smile, or a 
word, but a quiver and a tear carry con- 
viction of sincerity to him at once. 

• 'I have never forgotten you," answered 
Max, not with any notion of falsehood in 
his mind, but simply because he firmly 
believed he was speaking the real unvar- 
nished truth ; for how could any man have 
believed it possible to look at her, and speak 
of forgetfulness ? 

She smiled radiantly, 

"Is that quite true?" 

" Quite true ! And now tell me a little 

about yourself. I never dreamt of meeting 

you to-day, though I knew you were living 

in this neighbourhood ; in fact a little bird 

whispered a secret about you to me last 

evening. Tell me how the world has gone 

with you; but I need not ask. Such a 

face as yours must win you everything 

thatjyou wish for wherever you go." 

" Bah ! " she replied, with a bitter curl 

s 2 
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of her Up and a shrug of her fair shoulders ; 
"what is the use of being what men call 
beautiful if beauty does not gain one's 
heart's desire? I might as well have been 
old and ugly and brainless, for all the bliss 
that my face has brought me. If I had 
had wealth it might have made life worth 
having, for then I might have gained my 
heart's desire and been a better woman," 
she said pointedly ; but Max did not answer, 
so she went on recklessly. 

i€ But now ! Well, you see, Mr. Vereker, 
I put my face up to auction, I tricked 
myself out in all the magnificence I could 
muster up ; and I was rewarded for my 
trouble, by being bought by the highest 
bidder in the neighbourhood — voild tout!" 

She flashed the words out with a hard and 
metallic force, and Max, whose organisa- 
tion was wonderfully sensitive and refined, 
shrank from her involuntarily. He had 
peculiar and rather obsolete notions about 
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woman's speech and demeanour, and ab- 
horred the smallest approach to fastness 
or recklessness. The hard realism of the 
woman's nature shocked him, and the quiet 
and cool fashion in which she seemed to 
appraise and value her own personal at- 
tractions made him feel a little sorry for 
her. 

" You should not allow yourself to talk 
like that ; it sounds so strange to hear such 
sentiments from you. Cynicism sits very ill 
on such pretty red lips ; and besides, I 
don't believe a bit that you have grown 
so hard and heartless and unlike your 
former self." 

" Did I say anything to shock you ? " she 
asked, in a voice in which there was quite 
a little thrill of pain. " I am sure I didn't 
mean to. I don't want to shock you by 
my sentiments, Mr. Vereker, just as we 
two have met again, God knows ! But, 
after all, I am not a bit different to the 
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scores of other women who lay themselves 
out to win a husband, no matter how old 
or ugly, or uninteresting he may be, pro- 
vided he has the wherewithal to make life 
pleasant — pleasant, do you hear ? It's quite 
a fair bargain, don't you think so ? So much 
flesh and blood, straight features, black 
eyes, and red tresses, for so much gold and 
worldly good. And that autocrat society 
smiles and gives us glory, while perhaps 
just a handful of men, like you, condemn 
the proceeding. But then you are quite 
in the minority, you know." She paused, 
watching his features keenly, but Max 
kept silent. 

"You say that I seem to have grown 
hard and heartless, and unlike my former 
self. Tell me, is it a wonder if I have? 
"What on earth have I to do with hearts 
and such things now ? Who has ever been 
good enough to teach me what real love 
means ? Flirtation ? yes, plenty of it ; as. 
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much as any woman can want, if she be 
the biggest coquette going, but the pure, 
true, sweet feeling that a woman would give 
half her life to excite has been entirely 
withheld from me — cruelly withheld from 
me. Two years ago I might have learnt 
what heaven was," she said passionately, in 
a low eager voice, while Max, in spite of 
himself, felt the hot colour sweep over his 
face. 

"Yes, Mr. Vereker. It may be very 
wrong, dreadfully wrong, for me to say 
so ; but two years ago you held in those 
hands of yours my fate for weal or woe in 
this world — you " 

A dead silence fell upon the room while 
the clock ticked five seconds, and Max grew 
hot and .cold. 

"What is she driving at?" thought he, 
wishing himself leagues away ; or that his 
visit to Queenscourt had been better timed. 
He was no fop, and the mad confessions of 
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even a lovely woman did not conduce to 
reconciling him to the awkwardness of his 
position. 

Miss Rothes pulled herself together, as it 
were, with a sigh and a highly melodramatic 
start ; then she suddenly grasped his hand. 

" Max I " she whispered impetuously, 
" you are the only man I have ever cared 
for ; you are the only man for whom I have 
admiration and respect in the wide wide 
world. Were it not for you — I should hate 
my species; but having known you — I 
know that greatness, and honour, and 
love, and truth exist — though not — for 
me!" 

Her face glowed passionately, and Max 
listening to the wild words in which all 
womanly delicacy and reticence were lack- 
ing, yet began to feel a curious and subtle 
spell creeping over him. The air of the 
Queenscourt drawing-room seemed to stifle 
him, and the great eyes that blazed and 



FOB EVER AND FOB EVER. 265 

burned beneath their white lids seemed 
to fascinate him. 

" You see, I am quite removed from the 
happiness that women seek. I am an out- 
cast from hope and love, for ever and for 
ever ; and I must needs carve out a life 
for myself barren of either," she went on 
drearily. 

"Nonsense," he answered; "you are made 
to win love and admiration — too much of 
them perhaps." 

" Too much admiration, yes ; but too 
little love," she cried bitterly; "at least, 
such love as I want ! " 

" Erroll Adair surely laves you ? " 

" Madly, absurdly ; but I don't care 
for it" 

" And yet you are on the eve of marrying 
him!" 

" True." 

"Erroll is too good a fellow to marry 
with an unloving woman." 
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"He certainly does not deserve to be 
made wretched by coldness and neglect, 
where he hopes to find warmth and love. 
I am awfully sorry for him ! " 

" Are you ? " she flashed angrily ; " sorry 
for him, are you ? Sorry that he is to have 

me for his wife ! I thank you, Mr. Vereker ! " 
and she made him a low mocking curtsy, 
while the hot blood surged over her ivory 
skin. "There are lots of men who envy 
him, let me tell you I " she added sharply. 

" Maybe ; but still I am sorry for him. 
A woman as beautiful as Venus, with a heart 
of stone, would be a curse to me and not 
a joy. I cannot say but that I pity Erroll 
Adair ! " 

Her mood changed; she was always as 
changeable in her moods as a chameleon, 
and perhaps that was one of her chief 
attractions in the eyes of men who love 
variety in everything. 
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She stooped forward a little, and clasping 
both her hands on his arm, spoke eagerly. 

" Don't pity him ; and don't speak to me 
ever cruelly or coldly — it cuts me to the 
heart! I cannot help it if I have been 
unable to tutor my soul into love where 
duty bids it. I cannot help it if I have 
been unable to mould myself to the 
standard of English proprieties. Can you 
change the song of the nightingale into 
the chirp of a homely sparrow? Ah 
Max ! / love you, I love you ! Blessing 
or curse, whichever you may be to me, I 
love you, and shall love you so long as 
I live. Don't, for God's sake, condemn 
me, as I know you are doing in your heart. 
If you were to tell me to do anything 
for your dear sake I would do it ; I would 
even try to be a good wife to Erroll Adair 
if you desired it — but you don't desire it. 
You have neither love nor pity nor interest 
in me, though I would die for you ! " 
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She looked so lovely in her passion 
and her vehemence, in her supreme for- 
getfulness of pride and dignity and reserve, 
that had it not been for the remembrance 
of a small white face — which, though it 
was dwarfed in beauty by the side of Miss 
Rothes' glowing features, yet had the power 
already to steel his heart — Max might have 
fallen. He might have listened to the 
voice of the charmer who charmed so wisely, 
and have held the world well lost for one 
fair woman's sake. He might, in fact, have 
given up everything for that which might 
be his for the asking, and then — repented 
ever after. 

As it was, he felt that the sooner the 
stormy interview was over the better for 
both. His strength was very sorely tried 
in the furnace of passion. The struggle 
to do right was fierce, with the sweet 
flattery of the mad confession sounding in 
his ear, and the scorching love-light in those 
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dusky eyes casting a weird influence over 
his senses. 

"I am not a believer in a loveless 
marriage/' lie said rather nervously ; " but 
as my own life has been one of single 
blessedness, I am not of course a competent 
judge of such matters. One thing I may 
say, and that is, that even if you wed 
Erroll Adair without a spark of affection, 
the great and true feelings which are hi& 
due must come when you learn his merits. 
He is such a good fellow — and few women 
could refrain from loving him as he ought 
to be loved ! " 

Miss Kothes' pale forehead knitted into 
a frown, and she screwed up her mouth 
with an expression of unbelief. 

" I shall never love him ! — never ! " she 
muttered. "And yet " 

" And yet ? " 

" And yet, God knows, you seem as far 
removed from me as heaven is from earth, 



270 A PROFESSIONAL BEAUTY. 

Max! I wish we had never met!" She 
flashed, her lips trembling, her lashes moist 
with unshed tears. 

" It might have been for the best/' 
murmured poor Max, feeling as if he were a 
criminal at the bar ; " but we cannot undo 
the past ; we can but forget it. If I have 
ever unwittingly caused you a moment's 
pain, forgive me. And — and — take care of 
yourself. Don't let me feel — later on — that 
you have been saved from sharing my 
miserable fate only to fall into a worse 
one ! " 

He barely recognised the gist of his own 
words, or the tenderness which tinged 
them, he was so completely bewildered 
by the hurricane of passion he had en- 
countered, and so fearful that any outsiders 
should be witness to the scene : for 
Miss Eothes clung still to his arm, her face 
drooping against his shoulder. 

" Will you tell me one thing before we 
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part to-day ? We may not ever meet again 
alone, you know. Will you tell me truly 
and honestly — just, for the sake of the old 
days in Kome, when I was fool enough to 
think I might win you if I tried," she said 
wistfully. 

"I shall answer you truly, even if it 
pains you. You know I always say the 
truth," he replied, wondering, yet dreading 
the ordeal in prospect. 

"Then tell me, Max, has there never 
been a moment in our acquaintance when 
you believed you loved me ? " she whispered. 

Silence. 

"Tell me the truth, even if it breaks 
my heart ! " 

"What use in my telling you?" he 
asked, flinching from giving pain. 

She looked at him keenly for a moment. 

"True! What use?" she cried almost 
fiercely. "What use, since we are divided 
now as if oceans rolled between us? 
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Whether you loved me or not then, now 
I am nothing to you— nothing ! " 

Not a word broke from him as a salve 
to her aching heart or wounded vanity. 
He looked a shade paler, and round his 
mouth a line of resolution ran. 

She waited breathless. 

"Have you nothing to say to me?" 
she asked. 

" Nothing ! " 

The answer came gently but^ firmly, as 
he put her away from him. 

" Good-bye, Max ! " 

She turned and swept away, her head 
aloft, her eyes burning, but as she reached 
the door, she suddenly rushed back, and 
with a swift movement catching his hand, 
she pressed her lips to it. 

It was the strongest temptation jthe" devil 
had ever sent to a man. 

Looking down, Max saw the beautiful 
bowed face, saw the hot tears welling in 
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the dusky eyes, saw the lovely red lips 
raining kisses upon the hand that a moment 
back had rejected her. 

He bent his head lower and lower, in 
another moment his mouth would have 
rested on hers. 

But it was only a passing madness. In 
the next instant he turned away, and 
glancing up, she marked the brief passion 
fade out of his face. 

Without another word she left him. 

Once in her own room, she stood with 
one hand clenched tightly on her bosom ; 
the other flung listlessly by her side ; a 
world of tragedy in her face. 

She might in that hour have stood for a 
statue of Medea. 

In her blind egotism, and unlimited faith 
in the potency of her own beauty, she had 
believed she could win any man's heart. 
She loved with all the love she could feel, 
and, of its kind, it was a wild, overwhelm- 

VOL. I. T 



274 A PROFESSIONAL BEAUTY. 

ing, fierce love. Max Vereker, poor and 
nameless Bohemian as he was, from the 
first moment she had looked upon him, she 
had yielded up her senses in a sort of 
idolatrous passion for him. It drove her 
distracted to know how calmly he took her 
engagement to another man. Her feeling 
for him was, like herself, violent and stormy, 
though she contrived to hide her real 
nature under a quiet and lazy exterior. All 
her life she had believed that a woman, 
and a beautiful one, with a strong will, 
could achieve anything — gain anything. 
And yet, even with the aid of her face, she 
had failed to conquer the only man she 
cared to. Baffled and thwarted she acknow- 
ledged herself to be, as with a burning heart 
she thought over all that had passed. 

But she was not of a nature to give 
up. " To those who wait everything comes," 
she muttered to herself, dashing away her 
rebellious tears and smoothing her red 
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tresses before her mirror. "Some day he 
will be conquered by this face, and once 
he loves me nothing in the world shall 
come between us ! " 

In an unwonted state of perturbation Max 
felt as if suddenly transferred from broad 
garish daylight into a soft and misty 
moonlight as once more the door opened 
gently and Quita entered. 

She felt a little shy somehow, and a faint 
pink dyed her cheek, while her manner was 
slightly embarrassed. 

She was a contrast to Miss Kothes' 
trailing silks too, for she wore pure white, 
with just one dark velvety rose nestling 
close to her slender throat, and sending 
out a delicious fragrance. 

Max, in spite of himself, coloured as 
he went forward to meet her, the lines 
that had gathered . on his forehead during 
his stormy moments with Miss Kothes 
smoothed away, and the muscles round 

T 2 
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his firm grave mouth relaxing into soft- 
ness. 

" Auntie is ill, Mr. Vereker, and she bade 
me say how grieved she is not to see you, 
but she hopes you will come again very 
soon ! " 

It was a conventional message enough, 
but there was nothing conventional in the 
tone or manner of conveying it. The clear, 
low, girlish voice struck pleasantly on Max, 
whose ear had grown sharp to detect any 
arridre pensSe in his acquaintance. Poor 
fellow, he had been so horribly down on 
his luck, and he knew that, as a rule, the 
world had but small consideration or charity 
for a man crushed by circumstances of life. 

" I am not gone yet ! " he answered, with 
one of his rare and sweet smiles, looking 
straight into the little white face that had 
made such sudden havoc of his heart. " I 
am very sorry to hear Mrs. Adair is ill, 
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but perhaps I may stay a moment or two 
all the same, may I not ? " 

And without waiting for her permission, 
he dropped quietly into a chair near the 
one Quita had taken. 

" Do you know, Miss Heathcote, that you 
and I are very old Mends ? " 

She opened her eyes wonderingly. 

u I think I remember you years ago," she 
said after a minute, rather confusedly, 
recollecting her remarks to Mrs. Adair 
about the red-haired red-cheeked boy, and 
seeing beside her a handsome intellectual 
face, with grave deep-blue eyes and close 
crisp fair curls. 

"Cannot you recall some nine years 
back ? " he asked. 

ts Let me see ! I am seventeen now ; I 
must have been eight years old then, I 
have only one especial memory to mark 
that time — my mother's death," she said, 
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in a low voice ; " but after I came to 
Queenscourt I was a very happy child." 

"I was a happy child too," he replied 
with a sigh. " You used to ride a bay pony 
in those days, Miss Heathcote." 

" Yes ; Enroll gave him to me. Dear old 
Mischief; he is buried down in yonder 
copse, and I remember I cried the whole 
day of his funeral. But how do you 
know ? " 

" I will tell you. One day a young man 
about twenty was thrown from his hunter, 
and lay stunned on the road skirting the 
Queenscourt woods. When he recovered 
his senses, a little girl's arms clung round 
his neck, and a small voice kept beseeching 
him c not to die.' The little girl had long 
wavy chestnut hair, and a tiny face, very 
white, with big brown eyes. He often 
thought of that child; but at last her 
recollection was lost in the waves of a 
troubled life. Yesterday, Miss Heathcote," 
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he went on slowly, looking at her with all 
his soul in his eyes, " in the glebe field, the 
recollection came back to him. He saw in 
memory's magic glass that sweet childish 
face again ; he almost felt the slim arms go 
round his neck ; the kiss, like the fall of a 
rose leaf, that those childish lips had given. 
Do you remember now ? " 

" I remember 1 " and Quita grew red to 
the very roots of her rippling hair; then 
she suddenly held out her hand. " And I 
am so glad we have met before, that we are 
not really strangers to one another, Mr. 
Vereker ." 

What would the narrow world of Ashford- 
ap-Zouche have said if it could have seen 
Max grasp that hand and kiss it half-a- 
dozen times before he yielded it up again ? 

"I don't know how it was, but there 
was very little intimacy and cordiality 
between Queenscourt and The Abbey. My 
father, who was a reserved man, and old 
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Mr. Adair, the most genial of spirits, met 
but to disagree on all points. I came 
frequently here ; Mrs. Adair patronised me 
far more than she did my brother Quentin." 

" I must have been at school then," 
Quita said reflectingly. " I was at Madame 
Simplon's academy, in London, for three 
years." 

"Yes. I did not see you much. I used 
to ramble about the grounds principally. 
I had a habit of rambling everywhere, and 
a passion for sketching every old tree and 
nook familiar to me." 

"And do you sketch still?" 

"Yes; not only sketch, but paint." 

" How delightful to have such a pastime ! 
I wish I could paint." 

"It is no pastime to me; it is a pro- 
fession, and one I diligently pursue from 
a powerful motive." 

"Your mother?" she faltered almost in 
a whisper; and then, vexed with herself 
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for alluding to the subject, she blushed 
and looked up deprecatingly in his face. 

" Yes ; for my poor dead mother's sake ; 
my good, pure, calumniated mother. I 
lost her when I was a year or two old; 
but instinct tells me that she was an 
angel of purity, and I have vowed every 
energy of my life to the task of clearing 
her name. They tell me money can do it ; 
money for travel, and search, and rewards ; 
but I am poor — dreadfully, miserably poor. 
I have a rich and powerful enemy, too — 
my brother; but never mind, I have 
plenty of patience and an iron will, and 
every thought of my heart is in my 
work ! " 

" I pray that you may succeed ! " cried 
Quita, energetically clasping her hands to- 
gether, her face kindling up into warm 
beauty. 

It was all over for Max after that. His 
heart had been in immense jeopardy from 
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the first moment lie had looked at her in 
the glebe field, but now he struggled no 
more. Had she sought through all Cupid's 
quiver for an arrow the most deadly, she 
could not have found one better than her 
genuine enthusiastic interest in his mother's 
cause. 

For a second or two he was silent. 
Perhaps he thought that the evident weak- 
ness creeping over him should be checked. 
The resolve for which he had hitherto 
simply lived was too sacred a one to be 
given up, even for a time, like a second 
Mark Antony, just for a woman's sweet 
face. And it seemed to him that Cleopatra 
herself could not have been so irresistible 
as this white-faced, white-robed girl, sitting 
beside him, with eyes and lips that surely 
owned no guile. 

"Do you know my brother, Quentin 
Vereker, Miss Heathcote ? " he asked 
suddenly. 
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"I have met him lately at Queens- 
court. " 

" And did you like him ? " 

A plain question and to the point, and 
spoken in a voice in which a good deal 
of anxiety was apparent. Instead of resent- 
ing the unconventional freedom of the 
words, Quita exclaimed involuntarily : 

"Like him? No, I dislike and despise 
him beyond measure." 

" I am glad of it," he answered quietly 
and gravely; "not, Heaven knows, from 
any petty feeling of hatred or spite towards 
him, but because I know that those who 
like Quentin Vereker must dislike me. We 
have only spoken together, counting it by 
seconds and minutes, about an hour, Miss 
Heathcote, a little fleeting hour; but, 
counting it by my feelings, it seems as if 
we had seen one another and spoken to 
one another many and many a time. So it 
is, that I should grieve more than I can 
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say, if I believed that you disliked 
me. 

She did not answer, but he caught her 
glance for an instant, and possibly he was 
satisfied, for a little smile stole over his 
mouth. 

The afternoon was closing in, and in 
the gathering shadows they could see, at 
the far end of the sloping grounds, Erroll 
sldwly sauntering by the side of his 
betrothed, who had thrust her passionate 
feelings and regrets about Max aside, and 
had gone out to do duty for a while. 

" Beatrice and Benedick," remarked Max, 
as he watched the ill-assorted pair, who 
were evidently discussing something warmly 
as they moved at a snail's pace. 

" Yes ! they are probably lagging on 
their way for a sociable quarrel. Beatrice 
and Benedick had a weakness that way 
you know ! " and Quita laughed a little 
nervously. 
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"I should not like to be Beatrice." 

"Why, Beatrice is a delicious character. 
Why repudiate her ? " 

" Simply because I have no fancy for 
Benedick I suppose." 

"You would not do for Katharina, I am 
sure. You want no Petruchio to break 
you in," he said softly ; thinking how fair 
and sweet she looked with the pale primrose 
light falling upon her. 

"No ! I think Petruchio's violence would 
be wasted on me ; I believe I should simply 
bow before the blast, and lay me down and 
die!" 

" I have it ! " he cried ; . " you should be 
Juliet, that would suit you best. She was 
so tender and faithful ; true to death, you 
know I " 

"I know! "she answered, and she won- 
dered if she was like Juliet — true to death 
to ErrolL Somehow it seemed to her that 
fidelity was not for ever, as she covertly 
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looked at Max, and caught his eyes fixed 
ardently upon her. 

"I shouldn't care to be smothered in 
sweets like Juliet ! " she cried, laughingly, 
to hide her embarrassment "You know, 
Mr. Vereker, that aucun chemin des Jleurs 
ne conduit d la gloire, and I am like you — 
I want to lead a real workaday life, in 
which love and glory would be almost 

■ 

synonymous terms. I really fancy I should 
prefer to Romeo, Mark Antony ; only I 
am growing so avaricious in my nature, 
and my ambition is getting so insatiable, 
that I should prefer someone who would 
gain a world for me instead of losing 
one 1 " 

"Any man could do that or anything 
else, with you for his inspiration," Max 
murmured almost under his breath ; aind 
Quita, turning away her head, blushed as 
red as a rose, not at the words — any man 
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could have said them — but at the manner 
of saying them. 

Meanwhile Erroll and Miss Eothes had 
turned and were approaching the house. 

"I must go before they come in," said 
Max regretfully. " I could not bear " 

He paused. 

" Bear what, Mr. Vereker ? " asked Quita, 
looking at him inquiringly. 

" Don't you know, Miss Heathcote, that 
when a man dreams of heaven, and peace, 
and rest, and all such soothing things, he 
does not care to have the delicious trance 
broken by thunder and lightning and 
jars ! 

Quita faced him suddenly, regarding 
him keenly. " Do you know Miss Eothes, 
Mr. Vereker ? " 

Max hesitated. For one second he felt 
inclined to deny the acquaintance in toto ; 
but, d quoi hon ? — sooner or later the truth 
would be found out. 
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" I know her just a little," lie answered ; 
and lie hated himself that on the first onset 
of their acquaintance he had told Quita 
a lie! 
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